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PROLOGUE


Running.


They had to keep running.


The night was dark, the cold so bitter that it pierced straight through to their bones, but still, they couldn’t stop. Not when death itself chased their heels.


“Mama, where are we —”


“Quiet, sweetheart,” the woman hushed her daughter, looking over her shoulder for any sign of pursuit.


“But what about Papa?” the little boy whispered. “What about —”


“Shhh,” the woman cut him off, gripping his hand tighter and hastening his steps.


Neither the little boy nor his older sister uttered another word, both sensing their mother’s urgency, both seeing the silent tears that slid down her face, shining in the moonlight.


On they ran, none speaking of who they had left behind and everything they had lost that night.


The woman couldn’t bear to close her eyes lest she recall the image of her family’s cottage in flames, her husband and youngest daughter being dragged away by the Royal Guard, her youngest son —


A sob left her mouth before she could stifle it.


Her son was dead.


He was dead.


The woman clamped down on her tongue to halt another sob, grateful that her two eldest children had heeded her command to stay hidden when she’d crept back to investigate, sparing them from the sight that would forever haunt her nightmares.


A sword piercing his small chest.


Her husband begging for help.


Her daughter screaming, trying to reach him, desperate to save him.


But it was too late.


“Mama, you’re hurting me.”


Her son’s quiet whimper had her easing her grip and whispering an apology. It was all she could manage, too choked by what she was feeling to offer anything more.


Hours passed as they followed the twisting Aldon River, never slowing, always looking back to see if they were being followed. There was no sign of the guards, but the woman didn’t risk stopping until they were deep in the foothills of the Armine Mountains, far from any civilization. A safe house, she had been told. A place where she might find sanctuary, should the worst ever fall upon her and her loved ones.


When the invitation had come from a cloaked stranger in the marketplace, she’d laughed as if it were a joke, claiming to have no idea why her family would ever be in such danger. They were but humble servants of the people, she’d said, her husband the village healer, she herself a devoted wife and mother.


How they had tracked her down, she had no idea. For years she had remained in hiding, after a lifetime of denying whose blood ran in her veins.


Some called it the blood of traitors.


Others, the blood of kings.


Or — in her case — queens.


The woman had done everything she could to ignore the rumors of the growing rebel group searching for descendants of their long-lost monarch. She’d taken a new name and become a new person, wanting nothing more than a quiet life with her beloved family.


Tonight, half of that family had been ripped from her.


Something vital within her had shattered as she’d watched, helpless to do anything.


She never wanted to feel that helpless again.


She would never allow herself to feel that helpless again.


And so, as she and her two remaining children approached the safe house — a thatched cottage hidden deep in the snow-dusted woods — the woman made a decision.


Three short raps of her numb fist against the wooden door was all it took before it opened, the cloaked figure from the marketplace illuminated by the luminium beacons shining from within, along with a small group of others reclining by the fireplace and peering curiously in her direction.


“This is a surprise,” the cloaked man said, his hood pulled back enough to reveal his weathered features as he took in the woman and her two shivering children.


The woman raised her emerald eyes to his, gripping her son and daughter tighter as she said, “We’re here to join you.”


Those in the room beyond froze like statues, but the man merely angled his head and repeated, “Join us?”


“I know who you are and what you’re after,” she stated baldly. “You won’t succeed without me.”


The man arched an eyebrow as everyone behind him seemed to hold their collective breaths. “And what would you want in return?”


The woman recalled everything she had suffered through that night, still hearing the screams, still seeing the blood, and whispered one word: “Vengeance.”


A slow smile stretched across the man’s face before he sank into a deep bow. “Then please come in, Tilda Corentine,” he said, as those in the room stood and bowed in turn. “Your rebels have long been waiting for you.”


Swallowing back her doubt, the woman and what remained of her family stepped over the threshold. No longer would she be called Tilda Meridan, no longer would she or her children deny their bloodline.


The blood of traitors.


And the blood of queens.


Tilda planned to be both — to betray a lifetime of convictions to claim what was rightfully hers.


Nothing would change what had happened that night. But Tilda Corentine would be damned if she didn’t spend the rest of her life making those who were responsible pay.


One way or another, no matter what it cost, she would have her revenge.
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CHAPTER ONE


The man was dead.


Kiva Meridan — known to a select few as Kiva Corentine — stared down at the body, noting his sunken cheeks and ashen skin. Given his state of bloating, he’d likely passed into the everworld three or four days ago. Long enough for the scent of death to emanate from him, even if he was yet to show physical signs of decomposition.


“Middle-aged male, average height and build, pulled out of the Serin River early this morning,” Healer Maddis said, her crisp voice enunciating every word perfectly. “Who can speculate as to the cause of death?”


Kiva kept her mouth shut, fully aware that she’d been granted entrance into the sterile examination room as an observer only.


“No one?” Healer Maddis prompted her students, all of whom were crowded around the body resting on a metal slab in the center of the small space. “Novice Waldon?”


A young man wearing large spectacles blinked owlishly and answered, “Uh, he drowned?”


“Marvelous deductive reasoning,” Maddis said dryly, before turning to the student beside him. “Novice Quinn?”


The young woman hunched in on herself, her voice barely a whisper as she said, “Maybe a heart attack? Or — Or a stroke?”


Healer Maddis tapped a fingernail against her lips. “Perhaps. Anyone else?”


Kiva shifted on her feet, catching the healer’s attention.


“What about our visitor?” Maddis asked, drawing all eyes to Kiva. “Miss Meridan, isn’t it?”


Seeing the open, inviting challenge in the elderly healer’s gaze, Kiva shook off her trepidation and stepped closer to the corpse, picking up his limp hand to reveal the smudges beneath his nails.


“This discoloration indicates he was suffering from an immune disorder, most likely syphinus or cretamot,” Kiva said, having diagnosed similar cases in the past. “If left untreated, both can lead to the rapid swelling of blood vessels.” She glanced toward the two novices who had been called upon. “Waldon and Quinn are both right — he most likely had a heart attack or a stroke, caused by his underlying medical condition, then fell into the river to drown.” She released the man’s hand. “But only a full examination will be able to say for sure.”


An approving smile stretched across the Matron Healer’s dark, wrinkled face. “Well spotted.” She then launched into a lecture about common immune disorders, but Kiva was only half listening, still marveling over where she stood.


Silverthorn Academy — the most renowned healing academy in all of Evalon. Some would argue in all of Wenderall.


When Kiva was a child, her father had spoken often about Silverthorn. Having grown up in the city of Fellarion, he’d used any excuse to visit Vallenia and sneak into the academy’s classes. His greatest regret was that he’d never relocated to study on campus full-time, instead accepting an apprenticeship from a master healer nearer to his home — an honored position, but one that paled in comparison to being a Silverthorn student.


Faran had made it his life’s purpose to help people, something Kiva had inherited to the point that, even when she’d been locked away in a nightmare, she’d still used everything he’d taught her to make the lives of others better.


A shadowy feeling overtook Kiva as she thought of the long years that were now behind her. A decade of her life spent behind thick limestone walls and impenetrable iron gates.


Zalindov prison.


It was a death sentence for most, but Kiva had survived.


And now she was here, standing at the heart of her father’s dream, when she should have been somewhere else. Anywhere else.


There was no excuse for her actions today. But when the opportunity to visit Silverthorn had presented itself, she hadn’t been able to say no, even knowing that her own desires should have been at the bottom of her priorities.


It had been six weeks since Kiva had escaped Zalindov. Six weeks since she’d discovered that the crown prince had helped keep her alive through the deadly Trial by Ordeal, a set of four elemental challenges she’d undertaken in order to save the life of the Rebel Queen, Tilda Corentine.


Kiva’s mother.


Her efforts had been in vain, with a violent prison riot ending Tilda’s life. But even in death, her purpose remained, inherited by Kiva and her two older siblings. Together, the three of them would seek vengeance for what had been stolen generations ago; together, they would reclaim Evalon’s throne for the Corentine bloodline.


The problem was, Kiva had no idea how to find her brother and sister. The only hint she had was a coded note she’d received before leaving Zalindov, containing a single word: Oakhollow.


The village was barely half an hour’s ride away from Vallenia, but Kiva hadn’t had a spare moment to explore since arriving in the city two days ago, having spent the previous weeks holed up in the Tanestra Mountains waiting for the spring thaws. The first chance she’d had to sneak away was today. But instead of using the opportunity to seek out her long-lost siblings, she was indulging in her own dreams.


Tilda Corentine would have been livid.


Faran Meridan would have been delighted.


Kiva chose to side with her father, deciding that her mother’s mission could wait another day.


Guilt had simmered within her when she’d made her choice that morning, but a knot of anxiety had also eased in her stomach. She had no reason to be nervous about a reunion with her siblings, and yet … ten years was a long time. Kiva wasn’t the same carefree child anymore, and she could only assume the same must be true for them. Too much had happened — to them all.


And then there was what the three of them intended to do …


The sound of chiming bells interrupted her thoughts, the noise making her jump, a lingering effect of the years she’d spent listening for the smallest of sounds that could herald her death. But she was no longer in Zalindov, the peaceful chimes merely echoing through the walls of the sterile examination room to signal the end of class.


The students, all clad in pristine white robes, scrambled to finish writing their lesson notes as Healer Maddis dismissed them.


“And remember,” she called as they started toward the door, “for those heading to the festival this weekend, there will be no mercy come Monday should you partake of excessive libations. Consider yourselves warned.”


There was a twinkle in her gray eyes as she uttered her half-hearted threat, with some of the braver students grinning in response as they headed out the door, Kiva following in their footsteps.


“Miss Meridan, a word?”


Kiva halted at the threshold of the small examination room. “Yes, Matron Healer?” she asked, using the honorific owed to the woman, not only because of her age and experience, but because she was the head of Silverthorn Academy.


“Few people would have noted the discolored nailbeds as quickly as you did,” Maddis said, covering the deceased man with a sheet. “And even fewer without proper training.” She looked up, their eyes meeting. “You impressed me.”


Kiva squirmed and mumbled, “Thank you.”


“Faran Meridan once impressed me, too.”


Kiva stopped squirming in an instant.


Healer Maddis’s wrinkles deepened as she smiled. “I knew whose daughter you were the moment you walked through the door.”


Unsure whether she should flee or wait to see what the healer said next, the choice was taken from Kiva when Maddis asked, “How is your father? Still saving the world, one patient at a time?”


A million responses came to Kiva’s mind, but she settled on simply saying, “He died. Nine years ago.”


Maddis’s face fell. “Oh. I’m sorry to hear that.”


Kiva only nodded, seeing no reason to reveal how he had died. Or where.


The Matron Healer cleared her throat. “Your father was my best student — ignoring the fact that he wasn’t a Silverthorn student at all. Young Faran Meridan was always sneaking into my classes, acting like an innocent novice.” Maddis huffed with amusement. “He showed enough promise that I never reported him to the Matron Healer at the time, knowing he’d be banned from the grounds. Someone with such natural, intuitive talent deserved the chance to hone his skills. I believed that then.” She paused. “And I believe it now.”


The look Maddis sent Kiva caused her breath to catch.


“Faran’s death is devastating, but I’m thrilled to learn his passion was passed on,” the healer said. “Should you wish it, you would be welcome to study here at Silverthorn. No sneaking in necessary.”


Kiva’s mouth opened and closed like a fish. Studying at Silverthorn would be a dream come true. The things she would learn … Tears welled in her eyes at the very thought.


And they welled even more because she knew she couldn’t accept.


Mother is dead.


I’m on my way to Vallenia.


It’s time to reclaim our kingdom.


Kiva had written those words to her brother and sister upon leaving Zalindov, and she had to see them through, denying her own ambitions in order to put her family first.


“Think on it,” Healer Maddis said, when Kiva remained quiet. “Take however long you need. The offer will remain open.”


Blinking back more tears, Kiva prepared to utter a polite refusal. But when she finally spoke, what she said was, “I’ll consider it.”


Despite her words, Kiva knew Silverthorn wasn’t in her future. As soon as Maddis learned where she’d practiced her skills for the last decade, the invitation would be withdrawn. All Kiva had to do was raise her sleeve and uncover the Z scar on her hand.


But she couldn’t do it. Couldn’t sabotage herself with such finality. Instead, she uttered a quiet farewell and stepped out of the examination room into the sterile hallway beyond.


Mind reeling, Kiva paid little attention as she walked down the long corridor, passing white-robed healers and students, along with a mixture of plain-clothed visitors and patients. She’d already had a tour of the campus earlier that day, learning that there were three large infirmaries — one for psychological trauma and healing, one for long-term patient care and rehabilitation, and this one, which was for diagnosing and treating physical ailments specific to illnesses and injuries. There were also a handful of smaller buildings dotted across the campus, like the apothecaries’ workshop, the quarantine block, the morgue, and the healer residences. Only the main infirmaries were accessible to the public, all connected by outdoor pathways with arched stone sides offering views of the gardens at the center of the grounds. The Silverthorn Sanctuary, as those gardens were known — a place where patients and healers could retreat and relax, enjoying the tranquility of the bubbling brook and aromatic wildflowers all from atop a hill that overlooked the city, straight down to where the meandering Serin River met the Tetran Sea.


It was to the sanctuary that Kiva headed once she left the largest of the infirmaries, walking along the stone path a short way before stepping off it, her sandals sinking into the lush grass, the late afternoon sunshine warming the chill from her bones. She kept moving aimlessly until she reached a small footbridge affording safe passage over the trickling stream, pausing to lean on the wooden railing in an attempt to gather her thoughts.


“Uh-oh, you’re wearing your serious face.”


Kiva stilled at the familiar voice, ignoring how it made her feel — all that it made her feel. She braced herself and turned to see the approaching figure just as he came close enough to stop beside her.


Jaren Vallentis — or Prince Deverick, as most of the world knew him. Her fellow escaped inmate, her traveling companion, her once-friend — and once-potentially-more-than-that — and her family’s sworn enemy.


Her sworn enemy.


“This is my normal face,” Kiva said, struggling not to stare. His deep blue shirt with gold embroidery along the collar looked far too good on him, as did his tailored black jacket and pants. It took a supreme effort of will for her to cast her gaze away.


“Yes, and it’s much too serious,” Jaren stated, reaching out to tuck a strand of dark, windswept hair behind her ear.


Kiva’s stomach gave a traitorous leap, and she frowned inwardly at herself. Casual affection from Jaren wasn’t uncommon. Even when they’d been in Zalindov together, he’d been overly friendly toward her. Since they’d escaped, Kiva had sought to keep him at arm’s length, but her will was beginning to crumble. It was as if he’d been born for the sole purpose of tempting her, of distracting her from her task.


And that was unacceptable.


“Did you have a good day?” he asked, his unique blue-gold eyes capturing hers.


Kiva smoothed her outfit — a simple green dress paired with a thin white cardigan — and weighed her response. Jaren was the reason she was even at Silverthorn; he’d called in a favor, resulting in her being awakened at dawn and bustled out of the River Palace for the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to spend a day at the best healing academy in the kingdom.


There were so many reasons for Kiva to hate the crown prince, but she couldn’t summon the burning resentment that should have consumed her. She blamed Jaren for that. From the moment they’d met, he’d been caring and thoughtful and wholly devoted to her. Even when she’d learned that he’d lied about who he really was, she still hadn’t been able to turn her back and leave him to die of his injuries down in the tunnels beneath Zalindov. She’d tried — desperately — to harden her heart toward him in the weeks they’d spent at his family’s palace in the Tanestra Mountains, and then during their long days of travel to Vallenia, but it was useless. He was just too gods-damned likeable. It made everything Kiva planned to do to him and his family that much more difficult.


Not that she’d ever admit as much — even to herself.


“It was …” she started, unsure how to answer. Her day had been amazing, incredible, everything she’d ever hoped for. But knowing what she did about her future, and how she would have to turn down Maddis’s offer, all she said was, “Interesting.”


Jaren’s golden eyebrows inched upward. “A glowing commendation.”


Kiva ignored his sarcasm and asked, “What’re you doing here?”


There was no one near where they stood leaning against the footbridge, but she still peered nervously at those spaced further out in the sanctuary, and the spattering of people walking along the arched stone pathways between the infirmaries.


“I came to pick you up,” Jaren said with a merry wink. “First day of school, and all that.”


Kiva shook her head at him. “You shouldn’t be here.”


“Ouch,” Jaren said, pressing a hand to his heart. “That hurts. Right here.”


“If someone recognizes you —”


Jaren had the audacity to chuckle. “People in Vallenia are used to me and my family wandering freely among them. We only wear masks during special events, so we’re easily recognizable the rest of the time. Don’t worry — we’re not as much of a novelty as you’d think.”


“I doubt Naari would agree with you,” Kiva argued, looking past him. “Where is she?”


Since leaving Zalindov — and in the time they’d been there together — it was rare to see Jaren without his most loyal Royal Guard, his Golden Shield. That Naari Arell was absent now meant one of two things: either she was giving them space and watching from a distance, or —


“Would you be impressed if I said I managed to give her the slip?”


The self-satisfied grin Jaren wore had Kiva tilting her head to the side, a smirk playing at her lips as she replied, “I’d be impressed if you managed to survive her wrath afterward.”


Jaren’s grin fled, a wince taking its place. “Yes. Well.” He straightened his shoulders and rallied. “That’s a problem for later.”


“I’ll say something nice at your funeral,” Kiva promised.


Jaren huffed out a laugh. “You’re too kind.” He then grabbed her hand and started leading her back toward the arched pathway. “Come on, we have to get moving if we don’t want to miss it.”


Kiva tried to free herself from his grip, but his fingers only tightened around hers, so she gave in, resolutely ignoring how nice it felt, and sought to keep up with his long strides. “Miss what?”


“Sunset,” Jaren answered.


When he said no more, Kiva dryly observed, “This may come as a shock, but there’ll be another one tomorrow.”


Jaren gave her a gentle tug. “Smart ass.” The amused look he shot her warmed her insides — and that she ignored, too.


She was ignoring a lot these days, when it came to Jaren.


“The annual River Festival kicks off at sunset today,” he said. “It lasts all weekend, but the first night is always the best, so we want to make sure we have a good view.”


“Of what?”


“You’ll see,” Jaren said mysteriously.


Kiva made a quick decision. She would allow herself one more night — a night to experience the River Festival and enjoy being in Jaren’s company, knowing that their days together were numbered.


One night, and then she would set out for Oakhollow, where she would finally follow through with what she’d determined upon leaving Zalindov.


No matter how she might feel, no matter how the crown prince had wormed his way into her heart, it was time for the Vallentis family to fall.









CHAPTER TWO


Vallenia was known as the River City, Kiva had learned upon her arrival two days earlier. With numerous meandering waterways, none was more impressive than the mighty Serin River, which twisted and turned like a serpent throughout the capital.


It was to the river that Jaren was leading Kiva, an easy downhill walk from Silverthorn until they reached the main thoroughfare, where people were already beginning to crowd the sidewalks bordering the water, the thrill of anticipation heavy in the air.


As they wove their way through the masses, Kiva assumed Jaren was taking her back to the River Palace — a feat of architecture split in half by the Serin, the two sides connected by a gilded bridge. Not even Kiva could deny the magnificence of the royal residence, the luminium threaded into its outer walls creating a glittering effect that was dazzling.


So far, Kiva had only set foot in the eastern palace, where Jaren had a whole wing to himself — including guest quarters, inside which Kiva had been allocated a lavish suite. His siblings, Mirryn and Oriel, also resided in the eastern palace, but their parents lived on the western side of the river. Kiva had yet to lay eyes on the king or queen, but given how she felt about the monarchs, she wasn’t in a rush to meet them.


The crowds became uncomfortably thick as they approached the River Palace, offering a valid excuse for Kiva to free her hand from Jaren’s. She refused to acknowledge the loss she felt once their connection was severed, focusing instead on the back of his tousled gold-brown head as he led her off the main street and into a grimy alleyway well before they reached the guarded palace gates. The dilapidated buildings on both sides were tall enough to block out the quickly setting sun, casting deep shadows across their path.


“Is this the part where you kill me and hide my body?” Kiva asked, squinting into the gloom.


“Don’t be ridiculous,” Jaren said, before adding, “I have people to do that kind of thing for me.”


Kiva was grateful for the darkness hiding her smile. “I guess you wouldn’t want to get your royal hands dirty.”


Jaren snorted. “My royal hands are busy doing other things.” He guided her around a puddle, remaining close enough that their arms brushed as they walked. “Not much further — it’s just up here.”


“What is?” Kiva asked.


“I told you — we want a good view.”


“Of the river?”


“And the palace,” Jaren said, halting beside a decrepit-looking doorway, the brass knob falling uselessly off the wood at the turn of his hand.


“You’re not serious,” Kiva said flatly when she looked inside and saw the staircase — or rather, the slats of rotten wood that rose from the empty room and ascended around the corner out of sight.


“Where’s your sense of adventure?” Jaren asked, dragging her through the doorway.


If not for the faintest trace of light trickling in from somewhere high above them, Kiva wouldn’t have been able to see anything. “I’ve had enough adventure for one lifetime, thanks,” she said, even as he began leading her toward the stairs and nudged her upward in front of him.


“It’s just a few little steps,” Jaren coaxed, as she climbed one, two, three, and continued higher. “See? They’re perfectly safe.”


No sooner had he uttered the words than the wood she’d just placed her weight on splintered. A squeak of fear left her, but rather than crashing back down to the ground, her foot was caught and held aloft midair.


Gaping at the empty space beneath her, Kiva turned back to find Jaren shaking his head with fond amusement. “You really need to learn to trust me.”


A weightless feeling overcame Kiva until suddenly she was hovering above the rotten steps, Jaren’s elemental magic floating them both up to the top of the staircase, bypassing any further danger.


Kiva waited until she was standing on her own again before she said, “You could have done that from the beginning.”


“Magic always has a cost,” Jaren said, ushering her through another battered door that led out to an open-air rooftop. “Only a fool would waste power for no reason.”


“What does it cost you?” Kiva asked, curious.


“Depends on how much I use. Something like that” — he indicated the staircase behind them — “doesn’t require much. But larger things can become exhausting.”


Kiva cocked her head to the side. “So it’s like an energy transference?”


Jaren nodded and steered her around a stone chimney top. “As far as I understand it. The more energy I have, the stronger my magic. And vice versa.”


“Have you ever run out? Of magic, I mean.”


“A couple of times, when I was younger,” Jaren admitted. “I try to avoid that happening now, since it leaves me feeling strange, like a piece of me is missing. My magic is …” He paused, thinking. “It’s a part of me, you know? Like an arm or a leg. If I use too much too fast, it’s like I’ve cut off a limb and have to wait for it to regrow. Does that make sense?”


Kiva nodded, recognizing the similarities with her own magic — the forbidden healing power in her veins, a mark of the Corentine bloodline.


Unlike Jaren, however, Kiva couldn’t relate to his wistful tone, the joy and contentment in his voice as he spoke about his magic. For her own safety, she’d had to keep hers hidden deep within her. She’d come to consider it more a burden than a gift, something to deny at all costs, lest she risk exposure. In the last decade, she’d used it just the once, during a moment of true desperation to save —


“K-Kiva! You’re h-h-here!”


Jaren came to a dead halt and muttered a curse under his breath when he saw who stood before them. Kiva’s eyes softened at the young redheaded boy skipping their way, but then she snickered when she saw the reason for Jaren’s distress — his Golden Shield standing with her arms crossed, her dark face frowning with displeasure.


Before anyone could say anything — or shout anything, judging by Naari’s expression — Tipp reached Kiva and wrapped his arms around her in a quick hug. While it was brief, she reveled in the embrace, painfully aware that he’d nearly died six weeks earlier. Had she not arrived at the infirmary in time, had she not been able to use her long-suppressed magic to heal him …


But Tipp hadn’t died. He was alive and well, and just as effervescent as he’d always been.


Kiva had worried, the first few days after his near-death experience. He’d been disoriented when he’d finally awoken, even terrified. It had taken some quick lies to convince him that he’d bumped his head and anything he remembered couldn’t be trusted. When she’d assured him that he was all right, that he was free, he’d bounced back to his joyous self, ready to take on the world and experience life to the fullest. He hadn’t even blinked at hearing Jaren was a prince, but was simply all the more excited for what adventures they might find once they reached Vallenia.


“Come on, c-c-come on, come on,” Tipp said, yanking her toward the far edge of the building.


Kiva noted that there was a blanket resting on the ground, an open hamper beside it with fruit and pastries all laid out invitingly. But she only spared them a half glance as Tipp brought her to a screeching halt, her attention diverted by the view of the city.


“Wow,” Kiva breathed. It wasn’t just the shining River Palace that left her awestruck; with luminium threaded into the pale-colored rooftops of many of Vallenia’s homes, the entire city appeared to be glowing as the final kiss of sunshine faded beyond the horizon.


“Right?” Tipp said, jigging from foot to foot. “N-Naari said it’s one of the b-best views in the whole c-capital.”


“She’s not wrong,” Kiva agreed, glancing back to see the guard having a heated conversation with Jaren. The prince looked like he was fighting a grin, which was doing nothing to soothe Naari’s temper.


“Do you think w-we should save him?” Tipp whispered, following Kiva’s gaze. “Naari was really m-m-mad when she realized he’d l-left without her.”


“He survived Zalindov,” Kiva said, sitting cross-legged on the blanket, the panoramic view unobstructed before her. “He can survive Naari.”


“— and if you ever run off like that again, I’ll lock you in the dungeons myself, do you hear me?”


Naari’s irate voice floated over to them, prompting Kiva to wince and amend her previous statement. “Probably.”


Tipp snickered, but quickly shoved a pastry in his mouth when Naari stomped their way, rearranging her weapons so she could sit. She speared a look at Kiva and threatened, “If I find out you had anything to do with —”


Kiva quickly raised her hands. “I was innocently minding my own business before he dragged me here.”


“Thanks for the solidarity,” Jaren muttered, collapsing beside Kiva, close enough for her to feel his body warmth. She contemplated shifting away, but she hadn’t dressed with a nighttime outing in mind when she’d left that morning, her thin cardigan doing little to ward off the evening chill.


One night, she reminded herself. It would do little harm for her to remain where she was.


“At least we have p-plenty of food,” Tipp said, reaching for some grapes.


“What a relief,” Jaren said, his tone dry.


Kiva realized something then: Jaren had cursed upon seeing Naari and Tipp, as if he hadn’t expected them to be there. All of this — the view, the blanket, the hamper — he’d set it up for her.


She turned to find a sheepish expression on his face. He shrugged slightly, as if to say that he’d tried, and something within her melted. But then she reminded herself of who he was and what she planned to do to him — what she had to do to him — and she looked away, slamming a wall around her heart.


“For future reference,” Naari declared, “the next time the two of you sneak off for some alone time, please do so inside the palace grounds.”


Kiva opened her mouth to deny her involvement, but Jaren jumped in first by saying, “Where’s the fun in that?” He tossed an apple to the guard. “Eat something, Naari. You’re grumpier than usual when you’re hungry.”


The look she sent him promised retribution, but she raised the fruit to her lips and bit into it.


“Not long to go,” Jaren told Kiva, offering her a plate of pastries. “Eat up and get comfortable.”


Nibbling on a custard tart, Kiva marveled at the novelty of being able to eat freely. For the first time since she was a child, she actually had flesh on her bones, not to mention curves that had been previously nonexistent. Tipp, too, had flourished in the time since leaving Zalindov and its meager rations, his boyish frame filling out, his freckled skin glowing with youthful radiance.


Kiva wondered how she’d ever survived for so long on so little. But Zalindov was behind her. One day, she would seek justice for the crimes committed by Warden Rooke, the man responsible for her father’s death and so many others. But that day, she knew, would have to wait.


“Any second now,” Jaren said, just as the last of the sun’s rays sank below the horizon.


Tipp rose eagerly onto his knees, while Naari continued chewing on her apple, her alert amber eyes darting around the rooftop. Kiva squinted into the twilight, having no idea what she was supposed to be looking for, especially with the darkness quickly setting in.


“Will we —” Kiva broke off with a gasp as a kaleidoscope of color lit the night, accompanied by an orchestral symphony amplified throughout the city. The music’s origin was impossible to pinpoint, but the rainbow spotlights streamed from the palace’s gilded bridge right into the heart of the Serin River, reflecting off the water in a psychedelic haze.


The crowd cheered loud enough to make Kiva’s ears ring even from a distance. The noise transported her straight back to Zalindov, to the moment she’d volunteered to take her mother’s sentence, and the resulting roar from the gathered inmates. Her palms began to sweat, but the city crowd was celebrating, not jeering, the sound joyful enough to ease the sudden constriction around her chest.


“Here we go,” Jaren said from Kiva’s side as the colored lights began to spiral. He was unaware of the mental battlefield she’d just navigated, but he of all people would understand her lingering trauma, especially since she knew he was suffering in his own way, having heard his restless nightmares through the walls during their weeks at the winter palace. She’d acted oblivious, never revealing that she’d lain awake until his distressed sounds had faded, never sharing that she endured her own torturous dreams.


Shoving away her thoughts, Kiva rose onto her knees beside Tipp, waiting to see the reason for Jaren’s declaration.


Mere seconds later, a small boat appeared in the center of the lights, the multicolored streaks shifting to form a perfect circle around the vessel. A single figure stood on the stern of the boat, dressed in white with their hood pulled over their face, a glint of a gold mask peeking out from beneath it.


The music rose into a crescendo, and with it, the figure’s arms stretched high into the air, the lights moving again, more erratically this time. The river began to swirl and gurgle, a whirlpool forming around the boat, which remained perfectly still at the center of it. And then —


“No w-way!” Tipp exclaimed as a swan burst out of the whirlpool, three times the size of the boat — and made entirely of water. Rainbow lights streaked from the bridge to highlight the bird as it rose into the air, water-wings flapping and dripping straight back into the Serin below.


“L-Look!” Tipp cried, drawing Kiva’s stunned gaze back to the figure on the boat, who was twirling their hands to the music and pointing at the water again.


This time, it was a pod of dolphins that emerged, all similarly magnified in size. Numerous spotlights touched on them as they skipped over the surface of the river, diving deep and reappearing to leap high in a series of aerial acrobatics.


When the figure on the boat pointed their finger again, an entire section of the Serin began to bubble, with long, straight lines shooting up into the air, the tops budding into perfect sunflowers emphasized by bright yellow lights from the bridge. Then, as Kiva watched, the sunflowers parted as a herd of horses galloped through them, tossing their wind-whipped manes and trailing water in their wake.


“What is all this?” Kiva breathed.


“The River Festival celebrates life,” Jaren answered as a massive oak tree formed out of the whirlpool, rising high into the sky. Iridescent birds appeared and launched off the branches, joining the swan still circling above the river, all dripping water back to the surface. “Centuries ago, it offered a reminder that our lives are seasonal, and that those who survived the winter could relax and enjoy the pleasures of spring. But these days, it’s essentially just an excuse for a party.” The orchestra increased in volume, so Jaren raised his voice to continue, “We have four of these festivals throughout the year: the River Festival in spring, the Carnival of Flowers in summer, the Ember Rite in the fall, and the Crystal Gales in winter. Each focuses on a different elemental power — water for spring, earth for summer, fire for fall, and wind for winter — and acts as a reminder to our people of the magic we have and the protection we afford them.”


Kiva squinted at the figure on the boat. “That’s the queen down there, isn’t it?”


It had to be, since the king had married into the Vallentis family and therefore had no magic, Princess Mirryn was a wind elemental with a slight affinity for fire, and young Prince Oriel was most adept at earth magic. Jaren alone was capable of wielding all four elements — the reason he’d been named heir, despite Mirryn being the elder sibling — but to the world, he was considered to be only a powerful fire elemental, with some control over wind. His people believed the succession had fallen to him because of the strength of his magic, with very few knowing what he was truly capable of — Kiva being one of them.


“Yes, that’s my mother,” Jaren confirmed. Nothing in his voice revealed how he felt toward the woman who had abused him repeatedly over the years, her addiction to angeldust unknown to the general public.


“She has a lot of power,” Kiva observed carefully.


Before Jaren could respond, a colossal serpent formed out of the Serin and swallowed the oak tree in one bite before slithering toward the field of sunflowers and ingesting them, too. It then struck upward like an asp, and the birds vanished within its watery maw, followed by the acrobatic dolphins and prancing horses. Soon only the serpent remained, circling the boat in place of the whirlpool, which had dissolved back into stillness.


“Believe it or not, these kinds of tricks don’t take much effort,” Jaren said. “She’ll feel a little tired afterward, but that’s about it.” He indicated the water. “She’s nearly done now — you’ll like this part.”


It was difficult not to ask more questions, but Kiva refocused on the serpent rising high above the river, like a wingless dragon flying through the air. As the orchestra reached its climax, Queen Ariana clapped her hands together and the serpent exploded, turning into millions of water droplets suspended like glittering diamonds.


“Oh,” Kiva couldn’t help gasping as the River Palace came alive, the luminium glowing so brightly that she had to raise a hand to shield her eyes.


As if it offered some kind of sign, the crowd roared even louder than before, with those closest to the water lighting lotus-shaped lanterns and placing them onto the surface, first dozens, then hundreds, then thousands floating along the river.


“It’s even b-better than I imagined,” Tipp whispered, his voice filled with awe.


The young boy wasn’t wrong — the combination of rainbow droplets and floating lanterns all backlit by the shining palace was easily the most beautiful thing Kiva had ever seen.


And then came the fireworks.


Tipp let out a whoop as they exploded high above the palace, and Kiva jumped at how loud the first crackle of them was. The music helped drown out the noise, the orchestra still playing as the masses screamed with delight.


“Did you say this lasts all weekend?” Kiva had to nearly shout at Jaren to be heard over the booms.


“The next two days will be quieter,” he said, also close to yelling. “It’ll be more about art, culture, and community, and not so much about the drama.”


Drama was a good word for it, Kiva thought. The show had been a spectacle from the moment the boat appeared on the water — a boat that had now vanished, the queen having returned to the palace, leaving her people to enjoy the festivities.


Kiva settled in to watch the pyrotechnical display, oohing and ahhing along with Tipp. Only when the last ember dissolved did the hovering water droplets trickle back into the Serin, the palace slowly fading to normal. The lotus lanterns, however, remained lighting up the water, and while the orchestra had silenced with the finale of the fireworks, street musicians began to play upbeat tunes, continuing the festivities now that the official celebration had ended.


“We should go,” Naari said, standing and dusting pastry flakes off her leathery armor, a near-identical outfit to what she’d worn at Zalindov. “I want us back at the palace before things get too rowdy down there. I’d rather not have to explain to the king and queen why their son and his friends were caught up in a drunken street brawl.”


“I’d like t-to see a street b-brawl!” Tipp said, jumping up beside her.


Naari slung her arm around his neck. “Another time, kiddo.”


His face fell, but then he brightened again and said, “Ori’s g-going to be so jealous. I can’t wait to get b-back and tell him what it was like w-watching from out here.”


“Where is Oriel?” Kiva asked. The vivacious young prince had been joined at the hip with Tipp since their meeting two days earlier. Where one went, the other followed, at least until tonight.


“The royal family usually watches the opening of each seasonal festival from inside the palace,” Naari said. She looked at Jaren and emphasized, “Together.”


Kiva’s eyes moved to him as well. “You really did sneak away, didn’t you?” After six weeks spent living and traveling with the haughty Princess Mirryn and the flirtatious Prince Caldon, Kiva couldn’t blame him.


“It’s not the first time, and it won’t be the last,” Jaren said with an unrepentant grin. “How do you think I found this place to begin with? I’ve been coming here for years.”


Naari grumbled inaudibly before saying, “Pack up. We’re leaving.”


Since the light show was over, no one fought the guard’s terse order. Tipp helped refill the hamper with the leftover food, shoving handfuls of crackers and cheese into his mouth as if afraid he’d never see another meal. Kiva understood that feeling of desperation, wondering how long it would take for it to fade — in both of them.


A gust of wind hit the top of the roof, causing her to shiver and rub her arms. Noting her reaction, Jaren removed his jacket and laid it over her shoulders. Warmth instantly seeped into her as she slid her arms into the sleeves, the comforting scent of fresh earth, sea salt, morning dew, and wood smoke tickling her nose. Earth, wind, water, and fire — a smell perfectly unique to Jaren.


“Thank you,” she whispered, staunchly ignoring how his shirt caught tantalizingly on his muscles.


“Anything for you,” Jaren said, winking as he bent to collect the last of their things. The move only threw his physique into sharper relief under the moonlight, his body so flawless that —


“Ahem.” Naari cleared her throat, her face stern but her amber eyes laughing.


Willing the heat from her cheeks, Kiva folded the picnic blanket into squares and passed it to Jaren, who had already claimed the heavy hamper from the too-eager Tipp.


“Ready,” Jaren told Naari. She didn’t bat an eyelash at the crown prince bearing their goods like a packhorse, having experienced years of him acting in a manner well beneath his station. The Z scar on his hand was proof of that — proof of his service to his people, the lengths he would go to in order to keep them safe.


Guilt bubbled in Kiva’s stomach, but she ignored it and followed Naari across the roof, continuing on past the decrepit doorway and heading instead to a stairway that led right down to the street. Kiva shot a look at Jaren, wondering why he hadn’t brought her up using the much more stable entry, but he studiously avoided eye contact.


You really need to learn to trust me, he’d told her earlier.


Kiva nearly snorted, realizing his intention had been to remind her that she was safe with him — always.


Not that she didn’t already know that.


“Let’s get a move on,” Naari urged, interrupting Kiva’s treacherous thoughts and hurrying them down into the alleyway. There was a dangerous feel to the air now, almost as if they were being watched, but Kiva’s concerns eased slightly as they approached the main thoroughfare, the lights and sounds of the festival growing with every step nearer to the river.


Naari cursed when they finally exited the side street to find swarms of people standing shoulder to shoulder, dancing, laughing, and singing along to the music. So much revelry — and all of it blocking the road, right up to the palace gates.


“I don’t like this,” the guard said, her lips pursed.


Kiva barely heard her over the raucous sounds of the street party.


“They’ll be at it until dawn,” Jaren pointed out, which didn’t improve Naari’s mood. “Unless you’re happy for us to stay out here all night —”


He quickly shut his mouth at the look she sent him.


“I’ll forge us a path. You three stay directly behind me,” Naari ordered, one hand tensing around the hilt of her blade, as if she intended to cut through anyone who got in their way. “No stopping, no looking around. Straight to the gates.”


She waited until she had Tipp’s attention, since he was staring at the chaos with wide, longing eyes. When he finally realized what she wanted, he uttered his reluctant agreement.


Stepping into the masses, Naari was swallowed in an instant, but Kiva gave Tipp a hearty push to keep him close behind the guard. Jaren nudged Kiva forward so that he could take up the rear — something Naari wouldn’t like, but Jaren had been right earlier: no one seemed to care that the crown prince was in their midst. To the festivalgoers, they were just four citizens trying to carve a path.


When they were halfway to the palace, the music shifted and an emphatic cry rose up around them, the stamping of feet followed by the jumping of sweaty bodies shaking the ground. Kiva couldn’t hear anything over the delighted shrieks, and could barely make out the figure of Naari being engulfed by the swelling crowd. Somewhere along the line, Jaren had abandoned the hamper and blanket, instead keeping both hands free to hold on to Kiva and clear a path for her, much like she was trying to do for Tipp.


Another almighty cry sounded, and the jumping increased, bodies ramming into them from all angles. Claustrophobia clawed at Kiva as a wayward carouser shoved her hard to the side, ripping her fingers from Tipp. She stumbled violently, only managing to stay upright because of Jaren’s firm grip on her. Even so, the two of them slammed into a group of people, all of whom were too lost in the revelry to care.


One quick glance up was all it took for Kiva to realize that she could still see Naari — but she couldn’t see Tipp.


Her claustrophobia instantly forgotten, Kiva yelled his name over the music, Jaren doing the same by her ear. They surged forward together, their urgency growing when they caught sight of the young boy on the ground, struggling to rise.


“He’ll be trampled!” Kiva cried, her heart lodging in her throat.


She’d barely finished the words when Jaren pushed past her and shoved his way through the suffocating masses, reaching Tipp at the same time as Naari, the two of them hauling the boy up to his feet.


Someone bumped into Kiva from behind, a hand latching on to her arm and stopping her from joining her friends. She tried to free herself, but the grip tightened, yanking her roughly backwards. The space around her was so tightly packed that she couldn’t turn to see who held her, her panic growing for a different reason now. She could just make out Jaren and Naari checking Tipp for injuries, feeling a momentary relief when it appeared he was unharmed, but then the hand gripping her gave another vicious tug, trapping her against a hard body. She struggled anew, but before she could so much as scream, a cloth was shoved over her face, the pungent smells of whitlock and tamadrin making her eyes water. Knowing that a deep enough inhalation would render her unconscious, she held her breath and fought harder, willing Jaren or Naari to turn her way.


A masculine oath came from her captor when he realized she wasn’t going down easily, and he removed the cloth, giving Kiva hope that he’d decided she wasn’t worth the trouble. But the next thing she knew, a spike of pain caused starbursts to explode in her vision, and she crumpled in his arms, out like a light.









CHAPTER THREE


“… didn’t leave me with any choice.”


“Are you mad? You see the bruise on her face? The general’s gonna bury you.”


There was a sound of shifting feet, followed by a mumbled, “The commander said to do whatever it took to get her here alone.”


A strained laugh. “Good luck using that as an excuse.”


Slowly, Kiva opened her eyes, biting back a groan at the steady pounding in her temple. She tried to move, only to find that she was tied to a wooden chair in the middle of a grimy room, ropes chafing against her wrists and ankles, a gag over her mouth. A single door in the corner opened to a brightly lit hallway, revealing shadows cast by two guards standing just out of sight — the owners of the foggy voices that had awoken her.


Carefully testing her bonds, Kiva only succeeded in digging the ropes deeper into her flesh, earning herself a few splinters from the chair in the process. She wouldn’t be escaping anytime soon. Not without help.


Kiva had been in Vallenia barely two days. It was nowhere near enough time to have made enemies, let alone ones powerful enough for orders to come directly from a “commander.” But … if someone had seen her walking with Jaren … He was heir to the richest kingdom in Wenderall, his enemies innumerable and hailing from every territory across the continent. Should a rival court wish to harm him, a sure way to do so would be to target those close to him.


Kiva swallowed, before reminding herself that Jaren and Naari would find her. They would get Tipp to the palace, then tear the city apart to make sure she was safe. She just had to buy them time. Buy herself time.


Footsteps echoed in the hallway, prompting Kiva to freeze, her gaze darting to the open door.


“You got her?” came a hard female voice.


One of the male guards offered a response too low for Kiva to hear, continuing for much longer than a simple yes or no.


“You’re right, he won’t be pleased,” the woman muttered, before sighing loudly. “He’s on his way. I’ll deal with him when he arrives.”


A thousand questions flooded Kiva’s mind, but every single one fled at the sight of the young woman who strode confidently through the open doorway.


“Uurreega,” Kiva gasped, the gag over her mouth making the word, the name, indistinguishable.


But there was no denying who it was.


No denying that Zuleeka Meridan — Zuleeka Corentine — had just stepped into the room.


With dark hair braided over her shoulder, eyes the color of liquid gold mixed with honey — their father’s eyes — and moon-pale skin, she looked so similar to when Kiva had last seen her ten years ago. But Zuleeka was no longer an innocent, wide-eyed eleven-year-old child. There was a harshness about her now, her angular features set, her hands resting on weapons belted to her leather-clad waist. Her stance was both casual and threatening, the latter becoming more evident when a slow, dangerous smile stretched across her hawkish face. “Hello, sister.”


Kiva could only stare, having no idea how to respond even if she’d been capable of doing so around the gag.


Stepping closer, Zuleeka tugged the cloth away from her mouth. “I hear you gave Borin some trouble.” She made a tsking noise. “He was only doing his job. We’ve had eyes on you since you arrived two days ago, but you’ve made it tricky for him to grab you.”


Kiva’s voice was hoarse with emotion. “He could have asked nicely.”


A bark of laughter came from Zuleeka, but Kiva found nothing about this to be funny.


She waited a beat, but when her sister made no further move, Kiva asked, “Are you going to untie me?”


“In a minute,” Zuleeka said, drumming her fingers against her thigh. “First I want to ask you some questions.” A calculated pause. “I hear you’ve made some powerful friends.”


Kiva’s blood turned to ice.


Ten years.


Ten years she’d been locked away in a godsforsaken death prison. Their parents had died there, and Kiva herself had gone through hell to survive long enough to escape. But instead of showing any indication that she was pleased to see her, Zuleeka wanted to interrogate her?


Kiva drew in a deep breath and made herself consider how she might have acted in her sister’s place, realizing that perhaps she would be just as careful to test her allegiances. But even so, she couldn’t help feeling a sting of disappointment.


“We have spies everywhere, you know,” Zuleeka said conversationally when Kiva remained silent. “They’ve been watching since you left Zalindov, following your progress all the way here. Your note arrived weeks before you did — I’m on my way to Vallenia. It’s time to reclaim our kingdom. You penned that yourself, your hunger for what is rightfully ours literally written in your own blood.”


She was wrong about that — it wasn’t Kiva’s blood that the note had been written in. And that wasn’t all she had written.


Mother is dead.


Zuleeka had yet to mention the first line of Kiva’s letter. Had her spies — her rebel spies — already shared the details of Tilda’s death, or did she simply not care to know?


“It seems you’ve been busy, little sister,” Zuleeka continued, cocking her head to the side. “Surviving the unsurvivable Trial by Ordeal, escaping the inescapable Zalindov prison, and somehow growing close enough to the crown prince that he’d invite you to live with him and his precious family at the River Palace.” She smirked. “Now, that is a bold move. I applaud you for your strategy. And your acting skills.”


With every word that came out of Zuleeka’s mouth, a burning feeling grew inside Kiva. She squashed it down, not allowing herself to consider the reason for it.


“Unless,” Zuleeka said, drawing the word out. “It wasn’t all an act.”


Kiva sat stiffly in her chair, holding her sister’s narrowed gaze.


“I hear he’s very handsome, Prince Deverick.” Zuleeka flicked the edge of Kiva’s sleeve in a silent observation of whose jacket she wore. “But you don’t call him that, do you? People he cares about use his middle name. Jaren, isn’t it?”


“What exactly are you accusing me of?” Kiva asked tersely.


Zuleeka pressed a hand to her chest in mock innocence. “No accusations here, little sister. I’m merely trying to assess your priorities.”


“My priorities are the same as they’ve always been,” Kiva said in a firm voice. “First and foremost, they’re to my family.” After everything she’d been through for them, she couldn’t understand how that was even in question.


“It’s time to reclaim our kingdom.” Zuleeka repeated Kiva’s note again. Her expression turned cunning, even vicious, as she went on, “Forgive me, but I can’t help wondering how you plan on doing that while rolling in the prince’s bedsheets.”


The burning in Kiva’s chest rose to her face, but it wasn’t from embarrassment.


“I don’t know where your information is coming from,” Kiva said in a cold voice, “but you should have a word with your spies about getting their facts right.”


Zuleeka’s dark eyebrows rose. “You deny that —”


“I’m not denying anything,” Kiva said, bubbling with anger, “because I shouldn’t have to. I’m your sister. That alone should be enough for you to trust me.”


“I don’t trust anyone,” Zuleeka shot back. “Least of all someone who might as well have been dead for a decade.”


Kiva’s head jerked as if she’d been slapped, her reaction violent enough that Zuleeka’s features softened for the first time since she’d set foot in the room. She opened her mouth, looking like she was about to apologize, but was interrupted by the approach of loud, fast footsteps and a male voice demanding, “Where is she?”


A stuttered response came from the guards, and seconds later, a young man stormed through the door, coming to a dead halt when his eyes landed on Kiva.


Emerald eyes — the exact same shade as hers.


And the exact same shade as their late mother’s.


“Kiva,” her brother Torell breathed, saying her name like a prayer.


Throat tightening, Kiva whispered back, “Hey, Tor.”


He took another step forward, his gaze still locked on hers, but then it narrowed as he noticed the gag, the ropes, and what she could already feel was a nasty bruise blossoming on her left temple.


“What the hell?” Torell growled, spearing their sister with a look that had Kiva’s knees trembling.


“Calm down, brother,” Zuleeka said. “Kiva and I were just getting reacquainted.”


Tor’s face darkened further, his jaw clenching as if to bite back words. Unsheathing a dagger, he knelt before Kiva and began sawing at her bonds. Once she was free, he stood and pulled her up to her feet, straight into his arms.


“Kiva,” he breathed again, his grip forcing the air from her lungs. But she didn’t complain, holding him just as fiercely, tears welling in her eyes.


This was the reunion she’d imagined. The reunion she’d longed for.


As her second-eldest sibling, Torell had been nearly ten the last time Kiva had seen him, a skinny little boy with perpetually scraped knees. There was nothing of that child in the young man who now towered over her, his black hair and piercing eyes complemented by a rich bronze tan, broad shoulders, and a hard body indicating years of careful discipline. With dark clothes and enough weapons to make Naari green with envy, everything about Tor screamed that he was a fighter, a warrior. It was enough for Kiva to know that he, like Zuleeka, had changed much in the last ten years.


“Gods, Kiva, you have no idea how much I missed you,” Tor said, using one hand to wipe her tears before tilting her chin and examining the bruise on her temple. His handsome features hardened as he asked in a lethal voice, “Who did this?”


“It’s just a little bump,” Zuleeka said dismissively, before Kiva could answer. “There was some trouble separating her from her friends, and with the festival being so crowded, things got out of hand. But look at her — she’s fine.”


As much as Kiva wanted to see the brutish Borin reprimanded, she sensed it was more important to talk her brother down, so she placed her hand over his on the unhurt side of her face and said, “Don’t worry, I’ve had worse.”


It was the wrong thing to say, his emerald eyes filling with shadows as he realized why — and where — she’d felt such pain.


His throat bobbed, the anger bleeding out of him as he whispered in a rough voice, “I almost had you.”


Seeing his anguish, Kiva uttered a confused, “Sorry?”


“We were so close,” he continued, his gaze unfocused, his mind a thousand miles away. “My best fighters were with me, all of us ready to do whatever it took to get you and Mother out.”


Kiva sucked in a breath, suddenly understanding.


“We were hiding in the mountains, taunting the Warden and his guards,” Torell went on. “We feigned a rescue, prompting him to double his sentries. It was a distraction, something to keep them busy so they wouldn’t notice our true intentions.”


Kiva remembered — she’d been walking through the refectory the night before her second Trial and had overheard a group of prisoners talking about the rebels’ failed rescue attempt. But … if Tor was saying it hadn’t failed, that it had just been an act …


“Everything was in place,” he said, sounding hollow now. “We were all set to strike, but then —”


“Then I sent an order for them to stand down,” Zuleeka interrupted. She eyed Kiva warily as if making a decision, then nodded to herself and shared, much more openly than before, “As general of the rebel forces, Tor has the same level of authority as I do, but since Mother named me interim commander before she left for Zalindov, it does no one any good to see us challenging each other. I left him little choice but to withdraw, even if he wasn’t happy about it.”


That seemed like an understatement, given the haunted look on Tor’s face.


“Did you say Mother left for Zalindov?” The word tasted strange on Kiva’s tongue, the implication that Tilda had willingly chosen imprisonment. “Wasn’t she — Wasn’t she captured? In Mirraven?”


Before anyone could reply, three loud knocks sounded on the ceiling above their heads, prompting dust and plaster to rain down on them.


“We’re running out of time,” Zuleeka said, brushing white speckles from her leathery clothes. “Seems your friends have better tracking skills than I anticipated.”


Kiva ignored the sneer in her tone — just as she ignored how it felt to know that Jaren and Naari were on their way. They hadn’t waited ten years to try and rescue her.


“You need to answer me,” she said, her voice trembling slightly. “I need to know —”


“There’s a lot you need to know,” Zuleeka said, and while the words were taunting, her face was serious. “But you’re going to have to wait.”


Tor sighed, giving Kiva’s shoulders a comforting squeeze. “Zulee’s right. I’ve heard about the company you keep these days — we need to be well and truly gone before they arrive.”


Kiva braced herself for more of the accusations Zuleeka had slung at her, but Torell only grinned and added, “Befriending the crown prince and his Golden Shield? Very clever. I can’t think of a more effective way to gain privileged information.”


Though his words were full of praise, there was something in his eyes that Kiva couldn’t identify. It wasn’t judgment or suspicion or anything remotely similar to how Zuleeka had looked at her. But something about it tugged at Kiva, almost like she was looking into a mirror. Before she could examine it further, Torell blinked and it was gone.


Another three knocks came from above their heads, followed by one more a moment later.


“Time to go,” Zuleeka said, before pointing a finger at Kiva. “Get back in the chair.”


Kiva looked at the chair and back to her sister. “Pardon?”


Zuleeka collected the ropes Torell had cut, giving a low whistle. One of the men guarding the door entered the room and took them from her, handing over a fresh set before leaving again.


“Back in the chair,” Zuleeka repeated her order. “You were abducted, remember? You have a role to play, so put on your acting boots.”


“I —” Kiva didn’t know what to say. She’d planned to travel to Oakhollow in search of her siblings the next day, but now there was no need. Zuleeka and Torell were standing before her, the three of them finally reunited. She had so many questions for them, so many things they needed to discuss, which was why she croaked out a confused, “Aren’t I coming with you?”


Zuleeka snorted. “You can hardly spy on your prince from the rebel camp.”


Kiva stilled.


Dark eyebrows rose as Zuleeka said, “Don’t tell me you’re surprised. We have people inside the palace already, but Deverick — sorry, Jaren — has bigger trust issues than I do. There are things he doesn’t even share with the Royal Council, with his family, or so my sources claim. But you have his ear. You can get to him in a way no one else can, learn things about him, about his plans, about where he’s most vulnerable. You can learn his secrets.” She paused before finishing, “And then we can use them against him.”


Schooling her expression, Kiva said nothing. Jaren did trust her — and because of that, she already knew some of his greatest secrets. But for some reason, she held back on revealing anything. Now wasn’t the time, she told herself, almost convincingly.


“I hate to say it, but I agree with Zulee,” Torell said. “For now, you need to stay here. It’s safer for you this way, with them believing you were taken against your will.”


His gaze flicked to the bruise on her face, then traveled to the chafed and splintered skin around her wrists, his lips pressing together when he realized she wouldn’t have to lie to convince anyone.


Unlike Zuleeka, Tor didn’t say more about her spying, nor did he imply that she was only as useful as the information she gleaned. Instead, he wrapped her in another quick hug and whispered, “I’ll see you again soon. Promise.”


Stepping away, he pulled what appeared to be a silver mask from inside his cloak. Kiva didn’t get a good look at it before he turned to Zuleeka and said, “I’ll make sure our exit is clear. You finish up here — gently — then meet me in the alley. Be ready to run.”


Zuleeka gave a short nod, and Torell took off after one final glance at Kiva, silently reassuring her that he would keep his promise.


“Sit,” Zuleeka ordered Kiva, and this time she did as she was told.


With hurried motions, Zuleeka bound her with the fresh ropes and pulled the gag up until it covered her mouth once more.


More knocks sounded above them, conveying enough urgency that even Kiva understood her sister would risk discovery by staying any longer.


“Tor doesn’t know this, but I’ve ordered a handful of our people to stay behind, just enough to put up a believable fight,” Zuleeka said. She tilted her head to the side and finished, “I’m sorry about this. He told me to be gentle, but this part needs to be believable, too.”


Kiva’s eyes scrunched with confusion, but then they widened with alarm when her sister unsheathed a dagger and, with no further warning, slammed the pommel into the side of her already injured face. Pain burst anew … and then she succumbed to darkness once more.









CHAPTER FOUR


Clashing steel and heavy thumps from the hallway met Kiva’s ears as she slowly returned to consciousness. She uttered a quiet whimper, her sister’s parting gift feeling like a blade had pierced straight through her brain.


Nausea turned her stomach as the grimy room spun around her, the sensation easing only slightly by the time another loud thump came from just beyond the doorway, right before a figure rushed through it.


“Gods, Sweet Cheeks, you’re a mess.”


Relief and disappointment flooded Kiva at the sight of Jaren’s cousin, Prince Caldon, standing before her.


“I know, I know,” he said, moving quickly forward and reaching for her bindings, his golden hair shining in the dim light, his broad shoulders casting their own shadows. “You’re thrilled to see me. Delighted. Couldn’t imagine anyone you’d rather have here in my place. It pains me to say this, Sunshine, but you need to rein in your excitement. It’s embarrassing.”


Kiva groaned when all the ropes were cut away and he finally removed the gag. Unable to offer even the briefest of warnings, she leaned over the side of the chair — and vomited all over the moldy carpet.


Caldon swore and jumped away, sidestepping behind her to hold back her hair. “Usually people have a different reaction upon seeing me. I’ll try not to take offense.”


“Sorry,” Kiva said weakly, wiping her mouth and pressing a hand to the side of her head, the flesh hot and swollen and throbbing.


“Not your fault,” Caldon said, returning to face her. “That’s quite the shiner you’ve got yourself. But don’t worry, it only brings out your pretty eyes.”


Kiva groaned a second time. “Stop flirting with me, or I’ll be sick again.”


Caldon raised his arms in surrender, and Kiva’s vision finally focused enough to take in the blood splattering his body.


“Are you hurt?” she asked, inspecting him closely.


Caldon snorted. “It’ll take more than a few lousy rebels to cause me any real damage.” A distant sound had him cocking his head and listening intently, before adding, “But there are others on the way, and since you’re more damsel-in-distress-y than usual, we should go.”


Kiva was in too much pain to argue about his damsel comment as Caldon carefully helped her to her feet, steadying her until she could hold her own weight.


“You good, Sunshine?” he asked, repeating the nickname he’d come up with during their time at the winter palace, a mockery of her less-than-sunny personality, he’d claimed.


“Good enough,” she said, having long since given up on asking him to call her by her actual name — especially when he’d responded that if she didn’t like Sunshine, then he could always call her Felon. She’d taken great delight in throwing a toss pillow into his laughing face.


When he’d shared the reason for her other nickname — Sweet Cheeks — she’d thrown something much heavier.


“I wish I could say we’ll take it slow, but I try to avoid lying to beautiful women,” Caldon said, supporting her with an arm around her waist as they moved toward the door, his other hand clenched around the hilt of his bloodied sword. “We need to get you back to the palace and send word to the others that you’re safe.”


“Where are the others?” Kiva asked as they entered the shabby hallway, the brighter lights making her wince.


“We had to split up,” Caldon said, toeing aside the body of a man he’d carved his way through to get to her. She glanced away quickly, partly to ward off memories of the last time she’d seen such violence — the bloodthirsty prison riot — and partly because the dead man had been ordered by Zuleeka to remain behind, giving his life for the rebel cause. Her family’s cause.


“Your abductors were clever,” Caldon went on. “They laid a number of false trails, making it hard for us to pinpoint which direction they’d really taken you, especially amid the festival chaos. Jaren and Naari took the eastern side of the city, Captain Veris and a contingent of guards are covering the south and north, and I came west.” He sent her a cocky grin. “I’ve always been the better tracker. You’re welcome, by the way.”


“We’re not out of here yet,” Kiva said. Remembering the role she had to play, she added, “And it’d be nice to know why they took me to begin with.”


“They didn’t say anything?” Caldon asked dubiously as he pulled her into a large, high-ceilinged room that looked like it had once been a kitchen.


“I only woke up seconds before you came through the door,” Kiva said. It wasn’t a lie, even if it wasn’t the whole truth. She continued playing her part, asking, “You mentioned before that it was the rebels — what would they want with me?”


Caldon’s cobalt eyes flashed and his jaw tightened, but he relaxed it to say, “Your guess is as good as mine, Sweet Cheeks.” He reached across and tapped her nose with his sword hand. “But I think it’s safe to assume you’re just very tasty bait for a much larger fish.”


Kiva swatted at his arm, but he’d already moved it back to his side, his body tensing as he brought them to a quick halt. His gaze narrowed in the direction of the door at the far end of the kitchen, his attention on something beyond Kiva’s senses.


“What —”


Caldon shoved a hand over her mouth and pushed her behind a freestanding bench in the middle of the run-down room.


“Quiet,” he hissed, tugging her into a crouch. “We’ve got company.”


Zuleeka had said she was leaving a handful of people behind, but Kiva had assumed Caldon had already seen to those. Just how many more would have to fight — and die — to make this ruse believable?


“Seems our luck has run out,” Caldon said, unsheathing a second sword for himself along with a sharp dagger, which he held out to Kiva. “Do you know how to use this?”


Kiva grasped the pommel awkwardly between her thumb and forefinger. “I, um … maybe?”


Caldon muttered something under his breath that sounded a lot like, “Gods spare me.”


“Believe it or not,” Kiva said defensively, “they didn’t teach us how to handle weapons in prison.”


The prince huffed with amusement before a noise in the next room caused a rare seriousness to overtake his features.


Grabbing her hand, he repositioned her fingers around the hilt, closed them tightly, and whispered, “If things get heated, run and hide, and I’ll find you afterward. Only use this” — he indicated the blade — “if absolutely necessary. But whatever you do, don’t stab yourself. Jaren will kill me.” As an afterthought, he added, “Don’t stab me either, obviously.”
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