



[image: cover]











Lynette Noni is currently Australia’s #1 YA fiction author. After studying journalism, academic writing and human behaviour at university, she finally ventured into the world of fiction. She is now a full-time writer and the bestselling author of the six-book young adult fantasy series, The Medoran Chronicles, as well as a second bestselling and award-winning series called Whisper.










The Blood Traitor


 


 


Lynette Noni


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]


 


www.hodder.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2022 by Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright ©  Lynette Noni  2022


 


The right of  Lynette Noni  to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


Cover image: Cover illustration and lettering by Jim Tiernry, Design by David Hastings.


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


Hardback ISBN 978 1 529 36044 8


eBook ISBN 978 1 529 36045 5


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.hodder.co.uk










Dear Reader,


This series has included mature themes from the very beginning, but given the ending of The Gilded Cage, the journey Kiva must now undertake is more challenging than anything she has yet faced. Please be aware that, while I’ve attempted to represent the themes in this book with as much care as possible, the following pages may contain triggers for some readers.
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For anyone who has ever wanted to give up 


but chose to keep going 


to keep trying 


to keep hoping 


to keep surviving: 


 


This book is for us.
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Prologue


The woman was crying.


Tears ran like rivers down her face, dripping off her chin and soaking her tunic. She had to stay silent. No one could learn of her sorrow.


Because no one would understand.


Wrapping her arms around her knees, she stared into the darkness of her tent, praying to the long-forgotten gods. Begging for their forgiveness. Even knowing that she didn’t deserve it, could never deserve it.


Not after what she’d done.


Not after what she’d created.


A sob buckled her body.


“I made a mistake,” she mouthed soundlessly. “I want to take it back. I need to take it back.” 


That was how the man found her, drenched in tears, rocking with anguish.


He stilled at the entrance to her tent, then rushed over to kneel before her, taking her trembling hands in his own. “What happened, my dear? Are you ill? Hurt?”


Her watery eyes locked with his as she croaked out, “I was wrong.”


He frowned. “Wrong about what?”


More tears trickled down her cheeks. “Everything.”


The man didn’t hide his confusion. Or his fear.


“You’re unwell,” he said. “I’ll ask Zuleeka to come and heal—”


“No!” the woman cried, jerking her hands back, her tension flooding the tent.


The man sank onto his haunches, watching her closely. Softly, he repeated, “What happened?”


For a long moment, the woman said nothing. When she finally answered, her words came in a painful-sounding rasp. “Zuleeka killed them. One wave of her hand, and she snapped their necks.”


The man paled. “Who?”


“The villagers—anyone she walked past. Anyone who looked at her wrong. Anyone who wouldn’t join us.” The woman swallowed. “Everyone thinks it was me. But I—” She shook her head, then whispered, “I knew her power was growing, but this . . . I never meant for this to happen. I never wanted this. She promised she wouldn’t use it again, not after last time, when she—when I—”


“You stopped her last time,” the man said, his tone soothing but firm. “You kept her from killing the prince and his guard. They’re alive and well.”


“That guard lost her hand.”


“She would have lost more if you hadn’t freed her from the magic binding her. And the crown prince would be dead.” Quietly, he noted, “Not so long ago, that was what you wanted. One less Vallentis to deal with.”


“I didn’t realize—” The woman shook her head again. “He’s just a boy—younger even than Torell. When I saw him, I . . .” She closed her eyes and repeated, “He’s just a boy.”


“And yet, his family stands in the way of your goals. He stands in the way.”


“There are other ways to take the throne. Ways that won’t hurt anyone else I love in the process. I can’t—” She choked on a sob. “I can’t lose anyone else. Not like this. She’ll kill herself if she keeps using it for harm. The magic will destroy her from the inside out.”


Choosing his words carefully, the man said, “You can’t blame yourself for Zuleeka’s actions. Her choices are her own.”


“You’re wrong, Galdric. Everything she does is because of me,” the woman said, her thoughts turning inward as she recalled what had transpired mere hours ago. Bones snapping, necks breaking, bodies dropping—men, women, and children, all dead in an instant. “Everything she knows, I taught her. This is my fault.”


A weighty pause fell, before the man—Galdric—asked, “What are your orders, my queen?”


Only then did Tilda Corentine’s emerald eyes lock with his, silent understanding passing between her and her closest friend, her most trusted adviser, as she whispered her answer. As she begged for his help.


And then, with their heads bent together, they came up with a plan.










PRESENT DAY










Chapter one


Kiva Corentine was on fire.


Flames scorched her body, and blood boiled inside her veins, causing her to moan and thrash and shove at the hands holding her down.


“She’s burnin’ up,” came a gruff male voice. “Get her some water.”


The smell of vomit overwhelmed Kiva’s senses, close enough to make her realize it was hers, causing her to gag anew.


She was sick.


No—not sick.


Somewhere in the back of her mind, she knew she wasn’t suffering from an illness.


A haze of memories came to her: blue-gold eyes and kiss-swollen lips, deadly shadows and broken glass, caramel dust and iron bars. But then her thoughts scattered, the images seared from her mind, the unrelenting heat all that she knew, all that she was.


“Gods, she’s a mess,” said a female voice, full of disgust.


A wooden tumbler was forced between Kiva’s lips. Water trickled down her parched throat and sloshed over her chin.


“She is,” agreed the man. “And she’s your mess. I don’t got time for the dead.”


The hands holding Kiva disappeared. She tried to sit up, but flames twisted around her torso. Her eyelids fluttered open for the briefest of seconds, but she could see no fire. It was her—the inferno was inside her.


“She’s not dead,” argued the woman.


“Give it time,” said the man, his voice further away, as if he was leaving. “She’s had too much of the good stuff to survive without it. Best leavin’ her to her fate. Or give her a mercy killin’, if you can stomach it.” A snort. “I doubt you’ll have any issues doin’ that.”


“You’re the prison healer,” the woman said angrily. “It’s your job to help her.”


Another snort from the man. “No one can help her now.”


Kiva barely heard his departing footsteps over the pounding in her ears. Her heart was beating unnaturally fast. Dangerously fast.


Part of her knew she should be concerned about her state, but that part couldn’t do anything, couldn’t even think beyond the all-consuming agony blazing throughout her body.


A stream of curse words penetrated her pain, followed by a calloused hand snaking behind her neck and hauling her roughly upward, the tumbler pressing to her lips once more.


“Drink,” ordered the woman, forcing water into Kiva’s mouth. “If you want to live, you need to drink.”


Kiva tried to follow the command, choking on the liquid, all the while wondering why. If this was living, surely she was better off dead. A mercy killing, the man had said. Kiva wanted that—a quick end to the flaming hell, the gaping hole in her heart gone forever.


A hole she knew had nothing to do with her current state.


Blue-gold eyes flashed across her mind once more, the fleeting image spiking a different kind of torture, before it was gone again.


“Damn it, Kiva, drink,” came the angry female voice.


But Kiva couldn’t drink any more. Shivers began to rack her frame, fire warring with ice. Sweat coated her skin even as she trembled from the sudden cold, but when a blanket was thrown over her, she whimpered and begged for it to be taken away.


Too hot.


Too cold.


Too much.


“Please,” she rasped out, unsure what—or who—she was asking. “Please.”


“You don’t die like this,” the woman said firmly. “Not like this.”


But Kiva didn’t believe her. Because she wanted it to end—all of it.


And when she could no longer stomach the torment, she welcomed the blissful embrace of oblivion.


 


When Kiva opened her eyes, the first thing she saw was the snake.


The room around her was spinning, the poorly lit space full of empty pallets and threadbare blankets, a familiar acrid smell tugging at her memory.


She was in the infirmary, whispered some distant part of her mind. Zalindov’s infirmary.


A warning bleated through her, but she couldn’t summon any real concern, not with the taste of caramel coating her tongue, not when the snake opened its mouth to speak.


“Snap out of it!” the serpent hissed, shaking her roughly. It sounded a lot like the woman who had shoved water down her throat.


Kiva giggled and reached out to touch it.


Her hand was slapped away. “You need to follow me down to the tunnels, or they’re going to kill you. Are you listening? If you don’t work, you’ll be dead.”


At the snake’s urgency, Kiva sat up, her head lolling to the side. Through blurry eyes, she saw that she wore a soiled gray tunic, the smell of her own sick making her nose wrinkle.


“Gods, you have no idea what’s happening, do you?” muttered the snake. It coiled around Kiva’s back and pulled her to her feet. “They dosed you with too much angeldust on your journey here, and now you can’t function without it.” The serpent dragged her through the infirmary. “I managed to get my hands on some, enough to help you through the next few days. We have to wean you off it slowly, or your organs will shut down. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


“Talking snakes,” Kiva said dreamily, stumbling as she was towed out into the sunshine. She raised her hand and grinned at the rainbow colors all around her. “Pretty day.”


The snake spat a nasty word, then said through clenched teeth, “Kiva, it’s me, Cresta. Pull yourself together.”


Cresta.


Not a snake, then.


But close.


Cresta Voss. The name elicited feelings of resentment and fear in Kiva, accompanied by images of a muscular young woman with matted red hair, hazel eyes, and a serpent tattoo inked down the side of her face. She was a quarrier at Zalindov, someone Kiva had known for over five years. Someone who had openly despised Kiva for those five years. Someone who was the leader of the prison rebels, loyal to Kiva’s sister, Zuleeka Corentine, the now-queen of Evalon sitting atop a stolen throne after having taken everything from Kiva. Everything—and everyone.


“Bad snake,” Kiva mumbled, trying to free herself from Cresta’s arm. “Go ’way.”


“Stop that,” Cresta said, tightening her grip and guiding Kiva off the gravel onto the dead grass, heading toward the domed stone building at the center of the grounds. “You won’t last the day without me.”


“Will too.” Kiva stumbled again as she navigated the dried clumps underfoot, the colors continuing to swirl in her vision, bouncing off the limestone perimeter walls surrounding them in the distance. “Or won’t. Doesn’t matter.”


“Do you even hear yourself?” Cresta asked as they skirted a large crater dug out of the earth, something that snagged Kiva’s hazy attention. It took effort to summon the memory, how the watchtower had exploded and crumbled down on itself. There was nothing left of it now but the ghost of where it once stood.


“Mot.” Kiva breathed the name of the man who had destroyed it, a moment of clarity gripping her thoughts. “Where’s Mot?”


“Dead,” Cresta said flatly. “By the Warden’s own hand, right after the riot—the one you used to escape.”


Sorrow touched Kiva’s chest as she thought of the morgue worker who had cared for her and helped her survive the Trials, but she couldn’t hold on to it for long before it vanished like the wind. She shook her head, trying to clear the spinning colors, trying to remember what the snake had said. “No one escapes Zalindov.” A manic laugh slipped out. “Not even when they do.”


Cresta was kept from responding by the approach of more gray-clad prisoners moving stiffly across the dead field, their faces lined with fatigue as they too headed toward the domed building.


“You need to get it together before we reach the tunnels, or the guards will send you to the Abyss,” Cresta warned under her breath. “They might not even bother with that.”


“Don’t care,” Kiva mumbled, dragging her feet.


The quarrier’s grip turned painful as she hissed, “You once told me I was strong and powerful and I could survive anything. That I owed it to myself to find a reason to live. Now I’m telling you the same, Kiva Meridan.”


Slumping in Cresta’s hold, Kiva said, “That’s not my name.”


“It is.”


“It’s not.”


“You are who you choose to be,” Cresta declared in a hard voice. “You are what you choose to be. And right now, you need to choose to live. You can figure out the rest later.”


Even in her sorry state, the words left a mark on Kiva. The idea that anything was her choice was laughable. For ten years in Zalindov, she’d lived by the choices of others, fighting to survive, day after day. When she’d finally tasted freedom, the decisions she’d made had done nothing but lead her right back to where she’d started, after losing more than she’d ever imagined possible.


The hole in her heart gave a pang; not even the angeldust could mask it completely.


“Make no mistake, I don’t care about you,” Cresta went on mercilessly. “But you saved my life once, and because of that, I owe you a blood debt. So you’re going to survive today, and you’re going to survive tomorrow, and you’re going to keep on surviving until those gods-damned drugs are out of your system. After that, you can decide what the hell you want to do with yourself. Live or die, you’ll be out of my hands. But until then, you’ll listen to me. And I’m telling you to buck up and prepare yourself for the worst day of your life.”


Kiva was so distracted by Cresta’s speech that she hadn’t realized they’d arrived at the domed building and were lining up with the other inmates, all readying to descend the ladder shaft down into the tunnels.


Struggling to maintain a steady stream of thought, Kiva murmured, “Why are you here?”


Cresta made a frustrated sound. “I just told you.”


Kiva shook her fuzzy head. She must not have been given the same amount of angeldust that had kept her mostly unconscious for the last few weeks, the lower dosage affording her enough lucidity to ask, her words heavily slurred, “No, why aren’t you in the quarry?”


There was a moment of hesitation before Cresta answered, “Rooke changed my work allocation after the riot. He didn’t like that I’d survived for so long, so now I’m a tunneler, facing an exhausting and inevitable death.”


Six months Cresta would have. A year at the most. That was the fate of a Zalindov tunneler.


A fate Kiva shared, now that she was no longer the prison healer.


She should have been terrified, but she couldn’t bring herself to care.


For some reason, she didn’t think the angeldust was to blame.


“Next,” came a bored-sounding male voice, causing Kiva to look up from the dead grass to see that they’d reached the mouth of the building, where a pair of guards were ushering prisoners toward a set of ladders poking out from a rectangular hole in the earth.


“I know you’re messed up right now,” Cresta said urgently as the inmates in front of them disappeared into the shaft. “But whatever you do, don’t let go of the ladders.” At the blank look on Kiva’s face, she hurried to add, “Think of something important to you. The boy—the one with the stutter. You love him. Hold on for him.”


Tipp.


A foggy memory of the freckle-faced, gap-toothed boy blazed across Kiva’s mind, causing the pain in her heart to throb anew.


“Next,” repeated the guard, waving toward Kiva and Cresta.


“One rung at a time,” Cresta said. “Do it for the boy. I’ll be right beside you.”


Kiva nodded dully, her head feeling too heavy for her shoulders, but at the same time, impossibly light. She tripped over her own feet as Cresta prodded her forward, the guards watching with amusement. They knew who she was, how far she’d fallen. They were enjoying this.


Fire rose within her, but it didn’t last, the angeldust sweeping it away by the time her hands reached for the metal rungs.


There were two ladders bolted side by side, and as Kiva began to descend the first, Cresta kept her promise and remained with her, all the way down to the first platform, then on to the next set of ladders. Down they stepped, rung after rung, platform after platform, with Cresta murmuring quiet encouragement. Kiva watched her hands as if they belonged to someone else, feeling nothing, only vaguely aware that she was moving downward, that her muscles were burning, that the air was becoming stale and chilled.


Tipp. She would hold on for Tipp.


Even if, after what he’d discovered, after what she’d done, he surely hated her now.


An agonized sound left Kiva, and Cresta looked over in alarm. But then they stepped off the final ladder, causing relief to flood the other girl’s expression.


Safe. They were safe.


But they also weren’t.


Because before Kiva could catch her breath, she was being pushed down a luminium-lit tunnel after a line of prisoners, all shuffling along like ants. A distant feeling of panic hit her, the claustrophobia familiar but muted by the angeldust.


The last time she’d been here, she hadn’t been with other prisoners. But she hadn’t been alone, either.


Blue-gold eyes. A hovering, magical flame. A perfect snowblossom.


This time the drugs didn’t force the image away—Kiva did.


She couldn’t think of what had happened then.


She couldn’t think of him.


A sloshing sound caught her attention and drew her gaze downward, the earth turning to mud, then shallow water, becoming knee-deep the further they walked. When the prisoners were ordered to halt by one of the supervising guards, Kiva found that a pickaxe had been shoved into her hands somewhere along the journey. She tested the weight, waving it before her like a sword.


Caldon had shown her how to do that, training her with a wooden practice blade.


Kiva closed her eyes and forced that memory away, too, allowing the angeldust to subdue her reignited pain. She dropped her arms, trying to remember where she was, why she was there, what she had to do.


Tunneling.


She was a tunneler now, tasked with digging for water and creating passageways for it to flow into the aquifer.


It was the worst of Zalindov’s work allocations. The hardest, both physically and mentally. The quickest death.


“Think of the boy,” Cresta commanded from Kiva’s side. “Don’t stop thinking about him.”


The sheer authority in her voice had Kiva obeying, and when the guards ordered them to begin digging into the hard limestone walls, Tipp’s face remained front and center in her thoughts.


Kiva swung the iron axe into the unyielding rock, over and over again. The movement jarred her arms, the sound set her teeth on edge. She welcomed the burn that grew with every thrust, her vision turning hazy as dust clouded around her, her hearing overwhelmed by the clash of hundreds of axes meeting solid stone. She was vaguely aware of Cresta working at her side, reminding her about Tipp, telling her to keep digging. She couldn’t stop—if she stopped, the guards would come. They were patrolling freely, whips and batons at the ready. Don’t give them an excuse, Cresta told her. Don’t stop. Don’t stop. Don’t stop.


There was blood on Kiva’s axe, dripping down the wooden handle, from split blisters and cracked calluses. She felt the pain, but it was muted, just like everything else around her.


Until it wasn’t.


Because as seconds turned to minutes, and minutes turned to hours, the angeldust’s effects began to fade.


It started with a low, persistent headache at the base of her skull. Next came the taste of copper on her tongue, followed by a tremor in her fingers, making it difficult to keep hold of her blood-slicked axe. When the guards finally announced the end of the workday, Kiva was chilled despite the arduous labor, and finally cognizant enough to realize that what she’d survived was nothing compared to what was ahead.


“I feel awful,” Kiva moaned as they waited their turn to climb back up to the surface.


“I’ll bet,” Cresta murmured. “Is there anything in that infirmary of yours that might help?”


“It’s not my infirmary anymore,” Kiva replied, swaying from exhaustion. Her freedom from Zalindov had granted her access to regular food and exercise, and that, combined with the numbing effects of the angeldust, had given her enough strength to endure the day’s hard labor. But she was feeling it now, every part of her hurting. Her thoughts, however, were clearer than they’d been for weeks, so she battled to keep her focus, rattling off a list of plants all known to ease withdrawal symptoms.


“The only way out is through,” Cresta said sagely, brushing her twisted red locks away from her damp face. “I’ll see what I can scrape together.”


Kiva mumbled a reply, unsure what words left her mouth as her chills grew and her body began to tremble. She couldn’t remember climbing out of the tunnels, nor could she remember Cresta supporting her all the way to the dormitory building and dumping her unceremoniously on a pallet, dust and mud coating her skin, her tunic still stained with her own vomit. She had no idea how much time passed as she lay there, shaking and sweating, her muscles aching, her bloodied palms now throbbing mercilessly.


“Give me your hands.”


Cresta was back. Kiva didn’t know how long she’d been gone, or how long since she’d returned. Her snake tattoo was almost indistinguishable beneath a layer of grime.


Wet slid across Kiva’s palms, eliciting a sharp sting. She tried to tug them back, but Cresta held firm.


“You need to keep these clean, or they’ll get infected.”


Kiva stilled, the words echoing across her memory. She’d heard them before. She’d said them before.


You need to keep these clean, or they’ll get infected.


Strong hands attached to a strong body, tousled gold-brown hair, perfect lips quirked into a knowing grin, blue-gold eyes dancing.


The hole in Kiva’s heart tore open, the pain enough to halt her tremors, if only for a moment. But she wasn’t in the infirmary right now. And he wasn’t with her.


Not this time.


Never again.


“Swallow these,” Cresta ordered, reclaiming Kiva’s attention. She held out a fistful of thin green bulbs, along with a mix of yellow and orange flowers, and a lump of black, charred wood.


Kiva didn’t ask how Cresta had snuck into the infirmary’s garden, nor did she dwell on how the charcoal must have been acquired from the crematorium. But as she shoved the offering into her mouth, grimacing at the texture of the chalky wood, she did say, “I didn’t mention charcoal.”


“You’re not the first person I’ve seen through withdrawal,” Cresta murmured, still cleaning Kiva’s hands. “It’ll soak up the toxins in your blood.”


Kiva wanted to ask who else Cresta had helped, but her torso spasmed with a stomach cramp, and she gasped, curling in on herself.


“You need to eat.” Cresta said. There was no warmth in her tone, no concern for Kiva’s well-being, just a statement of fact.


“I’ll just”—another spasm hit Kiva, and she gritted her teeth—“bring it back up.”


Cresta began arguing, but Kiva didn’t hear her, the cramping in her stomach turning violent enough to demand all of her attention. It would take time for the hashwillow bulbs, tilliflowers, buttercress petals, and charcoal to take effect, but even then, their relief would be limited. If Cresta truly intended to wean Kiva off the angeldust, then she was in for a rough night.


The next thing Kiva knew, there was a piece of broth-soaked bread being pressed between her lips. Sweat dotted her forehead, her skin turning hot then cold then hot all over again.


“No,” she moaned, shifting her face away.


“You’ll need energy to get through tomorrow,” Cresta said, shoving more bread into her mouth. “You can’t survive on angeldust alone.”


“Angeldust,” Kiva gasped, half choking on the food, her voice hoarse and desperate. “Please . . . I need . . . just a little.”


Through blurry eyes, Kiva saw Cresta’s face harden. “What you need is to eat, then to sleep. I’ll give you more in the morning.”


Denial had Kiva shaking her head, her teeth rattling from the tremors controlling her body. “I need it now.”


“Eat.” Cresta pushed more bread between Kiva’s lips.


Kiva gagged, but Cresta clamped a hand over her mouth, making her swallow.


“The charcoal should help you keep everything down,” Cresta said. “You’re facing a mental battle as much as a physical one. You just have to be willing to fight.”


Kiva groaned as she was force-fed more bread. Cresta was unmoved, deaf to Kiva’s pleas, unwilling to provide even the smallest dose of angeldust to see her through the night.


For hours, they waged war against each other, with Kiva wailing as her body shrieked for the slightest hint of relief.


“Would you shut ’er up? We’re tryin’ to sleep here!” grumbled the other prisoners close enough to hear her suffering.


“Go cry to your mother,” Cresta snapped back at them, ignoring their complaints—and Kiva’s, too.


But then, sometime in the middle of the night, Kiva descended so far into her madness that she screamed, loud enough to wake half the dormitory, “GIVE IT TO ME! I NEED IT! YOU HAVE TO GIVE IT TO—”


Cresta swore and slapped a hand over Kiva’s mouth, hauling her damp, shivering body off the pallet and past glaring, sleep-rumpled inmates painted in moonlight. She didn’t stop until they stumbled into the darkened bathing chamber, where she dragged Kiva beneath a showerhead and turned on the icy spray.


Gasping and spluttering, Kiva tried to escape the water, but Cresta held her in place, becoming equally drenched in the process.


“LET ME GO!” Kiva bellowed.


“I won’t,” Cresta gritted out, her grip unyielding. “Not until you calm the hell down.”


Kiva tried to fight her way free, but it was no use, her body too weak to manage the barest of attempts. All too soon she was panting and leaning against Cresta, the ex-quarrier bearing most of her weight.


“Are you done?” Cresta demanded.


Kiva could only nod, her strength gone, her spirit broken.


The water turned off, and then Kiva was sliding to the ground beside Cresta. The two of them sat against the wall of the shower block, dripping and shivering, their labored breaths echoing into the darkness.


“You’re a pain in the ass, you know that?” Cresta grunted.


The words summoned an image of Caldon, since he’d said the same thing to Kiva—more than once. Despite her heartache, Kiva’s lips quirked, ever so slightly. Through chattering teeth, she croaked out, “You’re n-not the first person to t-tell me that.”


“I doubt I’ll be the last.”


“I’m s-sorry,” Kiva whispered. The freezing water had sobered her enough that she was appalled by her behavior, even if it had been the drugs making her act that way. “And th-thank you. For helping m-me.”


“We’re not out of this yet,” Cresta warned. “There’s a long road ahead.”


Kiva knew that. And when she was through it—if she made it through—she would find a way to thank the ex-quarrier, even if Cresta was only repaying a debt.


“You said you’ve h-helped someone else th-through withdrawal,” Kiva said, relishing the cold that was keeping her thoughts clear. “Who w-was it?”


Cresta was quiet for long enough that Kiva thought she wasn’t going to answer. But in the darkness of the shower block, she eventually said, her voice barely audible, “When I was a child, long before Zalindov, my sister found a stash of angeldust and didn’t realize what it was. She overdosed, nearly died. I didn’t leave her side until she recovered.”


“How o-old were y-you?”


“Ten,” Cresta answered. “She was eight.”


So young. “Your p-parents?”


“Things weren’t good at home,” Cresta said without emotion. “My sister had the gentlest soul of anyone I’ve ever met, but my father saw that as a weakness. He had no place for a meek child in his household, so he wiped his hands of her, caring little whether she lived or died. And my mother . . . she was too busy trying to survive my father. I was all my sister had.”


There was pain in Cresta’s voice, though Kiva could tell she was trying to hide it. Through still-chattering teeth, she asked, “What h-happened?”


“I got her through the overdose, and then through the withdrawal. She stayed far away from angeldust after that.”


“No,” Kiva said, rubbing her arms to generate heat. “What happened t-to your family?”


This time, Cresta’s silence lasted longer. “I have no family. Not anymore.”


Kiva closed her eyes against the depth of feeling in those words. Cresta had arrived at Zalindov over five years ago as a teenager—perhaps sixteen years of age. Whatever had led her there . . . however she’d lost her parents, her sister . . . there were too many missing pieces for Kiva to have any insight into the ex-quarrier’s past.


“How—”


“Story time is over,” Cresta said, her voice hard enough to remind Kiva that they weren’t friends. Until recently—even presently—they were closer to enemies than anything else. “Try to sleep.”


Kiva blinked into the darkness of the shower block. “H-Here?”


“You can’t go back into the dormitory. Another episode like that, and the guards will come investigate,” Cresta said, shifting into a more comfortable position.


“But it’s f-freezing.” Even as Kiva said it, warmth began to flood her again, her withdrawal symptoms returning now that the shock of the icy water had faded. And while the shower had been frigid, the late spring air was temperate enough. Once she was dry, it wouldn’t be too awful. She’d slept in worse places—but never while being weaned off an addictive substance.


“Sleep,” Cresta ordered, ignoring Kiva’s complaint. “While you still can.”


Kiva wanted to argue, wanted to ask the million questions she had while her mind was clear, wanted to bask in her current clarity before she succumbed to more angeldust come morning. But Cresta was right—she needed to sleep while her body would allow it, gathering her strength to get through all that was ahead, both mentally and physically.


And so, clenching her jaw against the hot-and-cold sensations streaking beneath her skin, she closed her eyes and allowed exhaustion to pull her under.


 


The next three days were some of the worst of Kiva’s life, the following four nearly as awful, and another week after that almost as unpleasant.


Through it all, Cresta honored her debt and remained by Kiva’s side, giving her just enough angeldust every morning to survive the workday—less each day—and sleeping beside her in the shower block every night. Often, Kiva would thrash and scream, fighting the ex-quarrier for all she was worth. Equally often, Cresta had to hold back Kiva’s hair as she purged her stomach. Even the charcoal lost its effectiveness as the angeldust ran low, with there being no relief from the nausea, the stomach cramps, the sweating, and the chills. Every inch of Kiva’s body ached, not just from her repeated toiling down in the tunnels—something she was barely aware of doing, her hours underground a haze of mud and dust and pain—but also from battling against her very self, night after night, without end.


It was too much, too hard, too much.


Every day, she wished for death, her agony too great to bear—and not just the agony of her withdrawal. As the drugs began to leave her system, the memories began to invade, the things she’d witnessed, the things she’d done. And the people she’d done them to.


It was a different kind of pain—the worst kind of pain. The kind she would never heal from. The kind she didn’t deserve to heal from.


And so she shoved the memories away and embraced the torture of her withdrawal, until, two weeks after her return to Zalindov, her tremors began to ease, her nausea began to settle, her desperation began to fade.


It was over.


But the worst was still to come.










Chapter two


Kiva looked down at her palms, noting the bloody blisters and torn calluses, but she felt nothing. Just as she’d felt nothing for weeks.


Nothing but cold. Nothing but numb.


She couldn’t summon any concern.


She deserved this.


Penance, she told herself, even if she knew it would never be enough.


“Eat.”


A lump of stale bread was shoved under Kiva’s nose, the hands holding it covered in dust but without any blood. Hands that had seen hard labor for years and were used to wielding a pickaxe hour after hour, day after day.


Warden Rooke had been wrong about Cresta dying swiftly in the tunnels. The ex-quarrier was like a cockroach; Kiva was beginning to doubt anything would kill her.


“Five minutes!” called the nearest black-uniformed guard, his hands on his whip as he swaggered along the luminium-lit underground passageway. There was no need for the announcement—the lunch break was the same length every day.


“Eat,” Cresta repeated, pressing the bread into Kiva’s hands. They sat in line with the other inmates, their backs slumped against the limestone wall, their tools resting at their sides while they shared a brief moment of respite.


When Cresta elbowed her in the ribs, Kiva mechanically brought the offering to her lips, chewing through the dryness.


“Now drink,” the redhead commanded, and Kiva did so, scooping a handful of murky water from a puddle near her feet. It tasted like dirt, but it washed the bread down and kept her hydrated.


Survive. That was the most she could manage these days, even if she was only delaying the inevitable.


Kiva had always known her end would come quickly in any allocation outside of the infirmary. She wasn’t like Cresta—she couldn’t keep up with the grueling labor indefinitely. Having arrived back at the prison just over five weeks ago, Kiva was surprised she’d lasted as long as she had, and she knew it was only because of the ex-quarrier. Whether out of pity or something else entirely, once Cresta had seen Kiva through her withdrawal, she hadn’t abandoned her, as Kiva had assumed she would. She wasn’t warm, she wasn’t friendly, and she barely spoke aside from forcing Kiva to see to the most basic of human needs, but somehow in the last five weeks, they’d become partners. If one fell down, the other was there to pull them up—with Cresta doing most of the lifting.


Kiva still didn’t understand why. There was so much left unspoken between them, not the least of which was Cresta’s role as the leader of the prison rebels, and whether she knew who Kiva really was. Prior to Kiva’s escape, she hadn’t, but so much had changed since then—including how there were no longer any prison rebels left for Cresta to lead.


Warden Rooke had seen to that.


Despite so many inmates having perished in the riot—Grendel, Olisha, and Nergal, among others whom Kiva had known—the Warden had still ordered a mass execution afterward. None of Cresta’s circle had been spared the hangman’s noose, with her alone having been reallocated to the tunnels in Rooke’s sadistic attempt to prolong her suffering.


It was the only reason Kiva could think of for why the redhead remained by her side—because in some twisted way, Kiva was familiar, she was safe. And maybe Cresta needed that, having lost almost as much as Kiva.


No, Kiva thought, staring at her bloody hands again, not as much.


It hurt to think his name, to recall his face, but she made herself do so while reaching unconsciously for the amulet resting beneath her tunic, the guards having been ordered not to take it from her upon her arrival.


I want you to have it as a reminder of tonight—of everything you helped make happen, Zuleeka had said through iron bars deep beneath Vallenia’s River Palace.


Even without the royal crest hanging around Kiva’s neck as a constant, choking reminder, she would never forget. It was impossible. She saw him every moment of every day, his blue-gold eyes filled with pain and horror as he realized the truth: that she’d taken everything from him—his throne, his magic, his heart.


Jaren Vallentis.


The once-heir to the kingdom of Evalon, now forced out of his own palace and on the run—all because of Kiva.


And it wasn’t just Jaren. There were others she cared about who now suffered because of her choices: Naari, Caldon, Tipp, even her brother, Torell. She had no idea what had befallen any of them in the weeks since that night when everything had been torn apart.


When she closed her eyes, she saw Naari lying in a pool of blood after being struck by Zuleeka’s death magic; she saw Caldon looking down at the barely alive Jaren before screaming at Kiva to flee, his loyalty to his family at odds with his love for her; she saw Tipp’s devastation when he realized she’d lied to him for years, followed by his small body crumpling after a blow from Zuleeka, who had claimed he’d be a liability until Kiva had a chance to explain—a chance she’d never been given. He’d been placed in the care of Rhessinda, who had promised to watch over him, just as she’d promised to care for Torell after he’d been stabbed during the skirmish with their Mirraven abductors. But it wasn’t the abductors who had nearly killed him—it was Zuleeka.


It was always Zuleeka.


Everything that had happened could be blamed on Kiva’s sister, who had partnered with Mirryn Vallentis to overthrow Evalon, the princess having been coerced by Mirraven’s King Navok to turn on her own family for the sake of her love for Navok’s sister, Serafine.


But despite knowing all of that, Kiva still blamed herself. Because she was the reason they’d succeeded. She’d told them everything they’d needed to steal the throne, betraying everyone she loved in the process.


Betraying Jaren.


He was never going to forgive her.


She was never going to forgive herself.


People like her didn’t deserve forgiveness.


They deserved death.


It was only fitting that she was back in Zalindov, awaiting her end. There was no escaping this time—no one was coming for her. She was on her own, just the way it should be.


She’d earned that, the suffering, the pain. But even so, there was no punishment in the world that could mend what she’d broken. That was something she had to live with—and soon enough, die with.


“Time!” called the nearest guard, with the word being echoed by other guards spaced further along the tunnels. “Back to work!”


Kiva heaved herself up to her feet, aware of Cresta at her side, as always. Once, Kiva had dreaded encountering the other girl around the prison, her antagonistic attitude and penchant for stirring up trouble making Kiva steer clear of her. And despite whatever stalemate they’d reached now, Kiva would never forget that Cresta had once threatened Tipp’s life, claiming she would kill him if Kiva failed to keep the Rebel Queen alive. Kiva hadn’t needed the motivation, seeing as Tilda Corentine was her own mother.


Or she had been, once.


Tilda was dead now.


Kiva hadn’t been able to save her.


She hadn’t been able to save her father, either.


Or her brother, Kerrin.


Half of her family, gone.


Despite their deaths not being her fault, Kiva was plagued by the knowledge that the healing magic in her blood could have kept them from the everworld, if she’d had the chance to use it. If she’d had the courage to use it.


She’d failed them.


And now she was paying the price.


For that, and for so many other things.


“What are you doing?” Cresta murmured. “Dig.”


Kiva blinked, realizing that while her fellow prisoners had reclaimed their tools, she was just standing there, staring at her hands again.


Hands that were covered in blood.


And filled with power.


If she wanted, she could summon the magic to the surface, calling it forth in a blaze of golden light. Or, with one wrong thought, one wrong desire, she could summon the death magic inherited from her ancestor, Torvin Corentine. The same magic that had cursed her mother and corrupted her sister. It was inside her now. It had always been inside her.


Kiva shuddered and balled her hands into fists.


“Pick up your axe,” Cresta hissed.


As if through a haze, Kiva looked across at her, noting the urgency puckering her serpent tattoo. And then she saw the reason for Cresta’s concern: the guard who had just rounded the corner and was heading straight for them.


It was Bones.


A latent survival instinct caused Kiva to swiftly collect her axe and swing it toward the limestone.


Along with the Butcher, Bones was one of two guards whom she had come to truly fear during her ten years at Zalindov. The pale, black-eyed man was wild and unpredictable, usually found with a crossbow over his shoulders, patrolling atop the outer walls or posted to the guard towers. That he was underground now . . .


Kiva’s skin crawled as he approached, waiting for him to pass.


He didn’t.


Instead, he stopped directly behind her, his hand shooting forward until his fingers curled around her axe, tugging it away.


Cresta slowed her digging, tension emanating from her as she kept one eye on Kiva and the other on Bones, her hazel gaze screaming a warning.


Kiva swallowed and turned to face him.


“Hello, healer,” he purred.


The gleeful look in his eyes pierced through the numbness she’d felt for weeks, causing fear to flood her veins. Before, as the prison healer, she’d had a modicum of protection from guards like Bones. Not just because she was the only person who could competently provide their medical treatment, but also because she’d had the favor of the Warden. While that hadn’t guaranteed her safety, she’d never faced some of the horrors many of the other prisoners had suffered through.


As a tunneler, she no longer had that protection. And she certainly didn’t have Rooke’s favor anymore.


Bones moved a step closer, and Kiva automatically shifted backwards, her shoulders colliding with the limestone. The inmate to her left hesitated, but then he continued to dig, faster than ever, as if not wanting to draw attention to himself.


But on Kiva’s right, Cresta stopped digging entirely.


“Can we help you?” she asked, leveling a look at Bones.


He barely glanced at her. “Get back to work, Voss.”


It didn’t bode well that he knew Cresta’s name—guards rarely addressed prisoners by anything other than their identification numbers.


Moving his free hand to rest on his crossbow, Bones smirked at Kiva and said, “Let’s take a walk.”


He threw her axe to the ground and reached for her, causing Kiva’s stomach to somersault. But before he could make contact, Cresta wedged her way in between them.


“I like walking,” the redhead said conversationally. “Where are we going?”


Bones slitted his eyes toward Cresta. “This is your only warning.”


She was unmoved, remaining between them like a human barrier.


“Cresta—” Kiva attempted, but her mouth was too dry to continue.


“If Kiva gets to stretch her legs, we should all get to stretch our legs,” Cresta stated, heedless to the danger. Perhaps reveling in it. “Fair’s fair.”


Bones cocked his head to the side as he considered her. “Normally, I’d be curious to see how this plays out. But I’m not in the mood today.” He looked past her and signaled to a pair of tunnel guards, who quickly approached, before his eyes flicked back to Cresta. “You can start digging again, or they can make you. Your choice.”


Kiva’s anxiety grew when Cresta remained defiantly in place, prompting the new guards to grab her, one on each side.


Mirth flashed across Bones’s face as he watched Cresta struggle in their arms, but then he turned back to Kiva. “You. Come with me.”


Kiva shot a panicked glance toward Cresta, only to realize that the redhead was about to do something foolish—like attack the guards—so she quickly croaked out, “It’s fine. I’ll be back soon.”


She wasn’t sure if that was true, since she had no idea what Bones wanted, but she couldn’t stand the thought of Cresta getting punished on her behalf. If the ex-quarrier pushed the guards any further, then Kiva didn’t want to consider what consequences she might face.


Holding Cresta’s eyes, Kiva silently begged her to stand down, until finally she stopped struggling and gave a terse nod of agreement.


A relieved breath left Kiva, but then her body locked when Bones spun on his heel and strode away, calling over his shoulder, “If I don’t hear your footsteps behind me, the next place you’ll be heading is the morgue.”


Cresta shook off her guards and gave Kiva a hearty shove forward, saying, “Bones doesn’t make threats—he makes promises. Hurry.”


“But you—”


“Will do as he said and be a good little tunneler,” Cresta said sourly, pushing Kiva again. “Go.”


With one final Why aren’t you moving? look, Cresta returned to her place against the limestone wall and resumed digging. The two guards watched her closely, but Kiva knew the redhead was smart enough not to give them any more trouble. Cresta had already risked much by challenging Bones, who had earned his nickname from callously snapping the bones of prisoners, sometimes for no reason other than that he was bored.


Guilt churned within Kiva at the thought of what could have happened if he’d lost his patience with the ex-quarrier. But then she remembered he was waiting for her to follow, so with one last glance to make sure Cresta was safely back to work, Kiva hurried after the guard, catching up just as he reached the ladders. He seemed almost disappointed to see her behind him, his hand gripping his crossbow as if he’d been looking forward to using it.


Kiva eyed the weapon nervously, causing Bones to smile, but he only jerked his chin at the ladder shaft and said, “Up we go.” Mockingly, he added, “Ladies first.”


Hyperaware of Bones monitoring her every move, Kiva obediently climbed the rungs. It felt like an eternity before they reached the surface, so many questions popping into her mind, none of which she could ask.


But none of which she had to, because as soon as she followed Bones out into the afternoon sunshine, she saw why he had retrieved her.


Or rather, who had summoned her.


The Warden stood waiting just beyond the entrance to the domed building, his dark face blank as he took in her sweat-soaked, dust-smeared appearance.


She came to a sudden stop at the sight of him.


Five weeks, and she hadn’t seen him once, not since she’d first arrived, her mind having been so drug-addled at the time that she barely remembered the encounter. A flash of teeth revealing his delight, coupled with some jeering words welcoming her back—that was all she recalled. She’d been so out of it that she hadn’t felt anything then, unlike now.


Her vision turned red as she looked at the man responsible for the deaths of so many people.


Including, years ago, her father.


“So it’s true—you’re still alive,” Rooke said without preamble.


Kiva didn’t reply, reminding herself that if she tried to physically harm him, Bones would take her down. Caldon had begun training her to fight during her time at the River Palace, but she’d had nowhere near enough lessons to take on both Rooke and Bones—or even just one of them. Her skills were lamentable, and that was without the weeks of malnourishment and neglect that came with being a prisoner. She had to be smart and bide her time, even if she longed to make him pay for what he’d done.


“I have to admit, I didn’t think you’d last this long,” Rooke went on. “Especially given the state you were in when you arrived. I’m reluctantly impressed.” His eyes held hers, his diamond scar more menacing than ever. “Then again, you always were a survivor, weren’t you?”


Kiva raised her chin, but remained silent.


“Nothing to say?” He cocked a brow. “Pity. But I didn’t come to hear you speak. You’ve caused me no end of trouble since you left, Kiva Meridan—or should I say, Kiva Corentine.”


She tried not to react, but her face drained of color, causing Rooke’s expression to flare with triumph.


“That came as quite the surprise,” he said. “Though I now understand why you volunteered for the Trial by Ordeal. Your own mother—how tragic.”


At his taunting words, Kiva clenched her hands hard enough for her fingernails to pierce her skin.


“But none of that would have mattered—I would have left you alone, if not for that prince of yours,” Rooke said, his voice growing heated. “Did you know he tried to remove me as the Warden? He even tried to bring charges against me, if you can believe it. But I don’t answer to Evalon—or not just Evalon. I’m governed by the leaders of all eight kingdoms, and when it comes to orders, the majority rules. Unlike your Prince Deverick, they appreciate my competence here, knowing I keep the worst offenders in Wenderall locked away from the world. How I do that, they don’t care. Or they didn’t—until you and your prince put a spotlight on me.”


Kiva stilled at the dark look on Rooke’s face.


“They might have decided not to act on Deverick’s allegations, but they’re watching me much more closely now,” the Warden said. “I don’t like that. Not at all.”


He leaned forward, the movement slight and yet still ominous enough to fill Kiva with foreboding.


“Since he’s no longer here to feel my displeasure, I’ve decided that, now you’re feeling better, you’ll get to experience it on his behalf.”


Kiva’s foreboding grew as Rooke waved his hand and two of his personal guards appeared like smoke from around the side of the building.


“The Butcher is expecting you, N18K442,” Rooke said as the new guards latched on to Kiva’s arms.


It took a moment for his words to process, but when they did, her heart stopped.


Rooke’s lips stretched into a grin as he finished, “He’s got a special cell prepared, just for you.”










Chapter three


Darkness.


That was all Kiva knew—all Kiva was.


Curled up in the corner of a pitch-black cell inside the Abyss, she tried to find the will to survive, her inner demons whispering that she should give up, that everyone hated her and no one would ever forgive her. That there was no reason to keep on living.


Such thoughts had plagued her ever since the angeldust had faded from her blood weeks earlier, but the unnatural darkness of the Abyss amplified them, leaving her slumped over herself and covering her ears, as if doing so might keep the damning voices at bay.


She was in her own personal hell—and it was a hell of her own making.


Kiva had felt the despair of being locked in an isolation cell only once before, right after Jaren had saved her from the Trial by Water. The sensory deprivation had nearly destroyed her, but thanks to Naari’s warning, Kiva had known she would be released for her final Ordeal.


This time, she had no guarantees. All she knew was that the Butcher’s ruddy face had lit with anticipation upon Rooke’s guards delivering her to the punishment block earlier that afternoon, his delight enough that, for one stomach-dropping moment, Kiva had feared he would drag her straight to the flogging post. She still had nightmares about his bloodied whip tearing Jaren’s flesh open. But the Butcher had spared her that cruelty, having other plans for her, other torments.


“Pain fades, but darkness lingers,” he’d said gleefully, dragging her to the Abyss and throwing her in, leaving her with no distractions from her own merciless thoughts.


Guilt, sorrow, shame—they were her constant companions as the seconds crawled by, then the minutes, then the hours. All the while, she saw the same faces over and over again: Jaren, Naari, Tipp, Caldon, Torell.


She heard Jaren’s final words to her: How . . . could . . . you?


She heard Caldon’s dead-sounding warning: You need to run.


She heard Tipp’s wobbling, tear-filled accusation: You’re a C-Corentine?


And then she saw her sister’s smug face, her moon-pale skin and honey-gold eyes laughing as her damning words repeated endlessly in Kiva’s mind: Well done, sister. I couldn’t have done this without you.


If Rooke had wanted to torture Kiva, he couldn’t have picked a better punishment than to lock her in with her own demons. The darkness only made them grow.


“I can’t do this,” Kiva whispered, trembling and rocking in place. “I can’t survive this.”


She didn’t want to survive it. What was the point, when she’d lost so much? There was nothing left for her—nothing, and no one.


She wanted the darkness to take her.


Wanted it to be over.


Wanted it to end.


But then there was a crack of light, momentary and blinding, followed by the groan of another human as they were thrown into the cell with Kiva, their body crashing onto the hard stone as the door slammed shut behind them.


“Sonofabitch,” hissed a familiar voice, weak with pain, near Kiva’s feet.


Kiva wondered if she was dreaming. Or if she was already dead. “Cresta?”


A grunt of confirmation. “Who the hell else?”


For a moment, Kiva’s mind blanked, but then another pained groan prompted her to feel through the darkness until she found the other girl, the lightest of touches causing Cresta to gasp and flinch away.


“What did they do to you?” Kiva asked, reaching more carefully. “Where does it hurt?”


A bark of strained laughter left Cresta. “The better questions are, what didn’t they do, and where doesn’t it hurt.”


Kiva halted her searching hands, not wanting to cause more damage. Hesitantly, she asked, “Is this because of what happened in the tunnels?”


“This may come as a shock,” Cresta said dryly, “but guards like Bones don’t take kindly to prisoners who talk back to them.” There was a rustling sound, followed by a string of muted oaths. When she spoke again, she was panting lightly, her voice now coming from beside Kiva, indicating that she’d managed to pull herself upright. “It was worth it, just to see his surprise.”


“It’s my fault,” Kiva whispered. “You’re here because of me.”


“I’m here because of me,” Cresta said sharply. “No man should be able to lord his power over those weaker than him. If you hadn’t stopped me, I would have taken great pleasure in turning things physical. Trust me on that.”


Her words triggered one of Kiva’s hazy memories from the early days of her withdrawal, when Cresta had shared about her own family, mentioning that her mother had sought to “survive” her father. Kiva hadn’t needed her to fill in the blanks—by the sounds of it, Cresta had endured a lifetime of abusive men, with today being no different.


“What can I do?” Kiva asked, hovering uselessly. She could see nothing—if not for Cresta’s labored breathing, she wouldn’t have even known the other girl was there.


“You can quit fussing,” Cresta said. “The only reason the Butcher tossed me in here is because he knew you’d be cut up about what he did to me, and the sadistic bastard wanted to add to your torture. But I’ve had worse—and I’ll heal soon enough.” There was a loaded pause, before she added, almost too casually, “Unless you feel like speeding it along with that magic of yours.”


Kiva pushed past her shock and said, almost accusingly, “So you do know who I am.”


Cresta was silent for long enough that Kiva wondered if she’d passed out. But then she replied, her words chosen with care, “When the riot started, I ran straight to the infirmary. I’d been told to keep Tilda alive—she was my ticket out of here. The rebels were going to take me with them when they came for her. Or so I was told.” The last was grumbled under her breath, but then her volume returned to normal. “I didn’t make it in time. The boy—Tipp—was already on the ground, barely conscious, and Tilda was—” She stopped, as if suddenly remembering who she was talking to, then went on more cautiously, “She heard me approach and reached out, using the last of her strength to pull me close. And then she said your name.”


Through numb lips, Kiva asked, “Did she—did she say anything else?”


“I told her I wasn’t you, but she just tugged me closer and said, Tell her I love her. Tell her I’m sorry. Tell her I tried to . . .”


Tears welled in Kiva’s eyes. “Tried to what?”


Cresta’s voice was uncharacteristically soft when she said, “She wasn’t able to finish.” Quickly, she continued, “I figured the boy was a goner, so I left him and returned to the fighting, furious that the Rebel Queen’s death meant I’d lost my chance to escape—and furious that I’d never figured out who you were. Not until that moment.”


“No one knew,” Kiva said quietly. “No one was meant to know.”


Another pause, and then Cresta said, “You healed the boy.”


Kiva nodded, even if she knew Cresta couldn’t see her.


“But your mother died before you could heal her, too.”


Kiva said nothing, her silence telling.


Cresta blew out a breath. “That’s rough.”


A startled—if pained—laugh left Kiva. “You could say that.” A tear fell down her cheek as she admitted in a whisper, “And that’s not even the worst of it.”


In the darkness of the Abyss, Kiva threw aside caution, realizing it hardly mattered anymore, and told Cresta the rest. Everything she’d kept bottled up for too long came pouring out, starting with how she and her father had been sent to Zalindov and the ten years she’d spent waiting for vengeance, before moving on to how she’d ended up at the River Palace living with her blood enemies—only to discover that they weren’t her enemies at all. She then shared everything that had happened at the masquerade, before finishing with how she’d been drugged and delivered back to Zalindov.


It was only then that Cresta whistled through her teeth and said, “No wonder you’re so messed up.”


Kiva saw no point in responding. It was true—she was messed up. Beyond repair.


Cresta scoffed, making Kiva realize she’d said the last part out loud.


“There’s no such thing as beyond repair,” the ex-quarrier stated firmly. “You’re breathing, aren’t you? You’re still alive—that means you can fix what you’ve broken.”


Kiva shook her head in the dark. “There’s no fixing this.”


“Gods, I forgot how stubborn you are,” Cresta muttered. “That assclown tunneler, the one I punched in the face for protecting your virtue or whatever—he turned out to be your blood-sworn nemesis, didn’t he?”


“ ‘Nemesis’ is a strong word,” Kiva argued weakly. Under her breath, she added, “So is ‘assclown.’ ”


“He lied about who he was, and it wasn’t a small lie—it was a life-changing lie, right?” Cresta pushed.


“I lied to him, too,” Kiva defended Jaren. “And my lies continued for longer—and caused much more damage.”


Cresta made a frustrated noise. “Work with me here. He lied to you, but you still forgave him. He represented everything you’d avowed to hate—”


“Avowed?” Kiva pulled a face. “Who says that?”


“—and yet,” Cresta went on, sounding like she was grinding her teeth, “you still managed to fall in love with him.”


Kiva snapped her mouth shut, pain lancing her heart.


“Don’t you think it’s possible that, if he cares for you as deeply as you do him—and from what you said, all evidence is in your favor—then maybe, just maybe, there’s still a chance for you?”


“He won’t forgive me,” Kiva said, her voice raspy now. “And it hardly matters, because I’ll never see—”


“Maybe he won’t,” Cresta agreed, cutting her off. “But after what you did to him, doesn’t he deserve to have you at least try to earn his forgiveness?”


“There’s nothing I can—”


“And Naari,” Cresta went on, speaking over Kiva’s objections. “I liked her. For a guard, she was half decent.”


She was more than half decent, but Kiva didn’t correct Cresta, certain the redhead would only interrupt her again.


“Something tells me she’ll hold a mean grudge, but even when she was here, it was obvious she cared for you,” Cresta said. “Do you really think she’d want you to roll over and give up? That she’d want you leaving them to the mess you created without even attempting to make things better?”


Kiva’s throat tightened.


“And I can’t speak for the other prince, what’s-his-face—”


“Caldon,” Kiva offered quietly.


“Yeah, him,” Cresta said. “But by the sounds of it, he’s the only one who knew the truth about you, and he still stood by you, even after your sister stabbed his cousin and stole their kingdom. My guess is, it won’t take much to regain his trust, if you ever lost it in the first place.”


Kiva pressed her lips together to keep them from wobbling.


“As for your brother, I have no idea why you think you failed him—he’s the gods-damned general of the rebel forces. If anything, he failed you, by not getting you out of here.”


“He tried,” Kiva croaked, remembering how Torell had attempted to rescue her and Tilda, only to be called off by Zuleeka.


“He should have tried harder—and sooner,” Cresta said firmly, reminding Kiva that she, too, had been awaiting rebel intervention. “And beyond that, he should have figured out what that psychotic sister of yours was up to and stopped her before it was too late. Death magic? Are you kidding me with that?” Cresta made a disbelieving sound. “They say love is blind, but it’s not that blind.”


“He had no way to know she—”


“And then there’s the boy,” Cresta cut her off—again. “If no one else, you should at least fight for him. You’re all he has.”


The words cut Kiva deep. “He’s better off without me.”


“Do you really believe that?” Cresta asked.


“I lied to him.”


“You lied to everyone.” Cresta’s tone was indifferent. “We’ve already covered this. And so what? Everyone lies. I lie to you all the time, but you’re still sitting beside me.”


Kiva’s forehead scrunched. “What do you lie about?” She then added, “And it’s not like I have a choice. We’re locked in here.”


“That we can’t do anything about,” Cresta said, ignoring Kiva’s first question. “It’s out of our control. But do you know what’s not?”


“What?” Kiva asked, unsure if she wanted to hear the answer.


“We might be stuck in the Abyss—for now—but it’s up to us how we see it. We can look at the darkness and let it consume us, or we can recognize that it’s only temporary, trusting that once it passes, the light will return,” Cresta said. “It’s all about our attitude.” She paused for a beat, then said, quieter, “You used to be a fighter, Kiva. Don’t you think your friends would want you to fight—not just for yourself, but for them? After everything, don’t you owe them that?”


There was a lump in Kiva’s throat that refused to budge. She could hear it in her voice when she forced out the words, “What does it matter? I’ll never see them again.”


“You’ve escaped Zalindov once. Nothing seems to be impossible for you.”


“I had help, though,” Kiva said. “This time, no one knows I’m in here—no one but Zuleeka and Mirryn and the transfer guards I traveled with.”


Cresta made a thoughtful sound. “I’ll admit, that does complicate things. But still, never say never.” Her clothes rustled as she moved again, then a pained moan slipped out, reminding Kiva that she was injured.


Casting her tumultuous thoughts aside, Kiva said, “Before you list all the reasons why I should prepare for a prison break, stay still for a moment and let me heal you.”


She shifted until her palms connected with Cresta’s torso, then closed her eyes, calling forth the magic in her blood. She had no training—no idea what she was doing—but for years her power had lingered just beneath the surface, always waiting for her, ready for her command. Even when she’d buried it as deep as it would go, she’d still felt it whispering to her. It was only after she’d escaped Zalindov that it had started bursting out of her uncontrollably, demanding her attention.


When she tried to summon it now, Kiva was startled to realize that she hadn’t felt the touch of her power in weeks—not since the night of the masquerade.


Opening her eyes again, she saw nothing but the blackness of the Abyss, and her body froze as her mind conjured images of Zuleeka’s shadowy magic. That same evil was inside Kiva. With a single thought, instead of healing Cresta, she could kill her.


“Is something meant to be happening?” Cresta asked impatiently.


“I—” Kiva swallowed. “I just need a second.”


Biting her cheek, she ignored the anxious sweat dotting her skin even in the chilled cell, and banished all thoughts of dark, shadowy magic tendrils. Her magic was good—it helped others, healed others. She would never use it for evil.


With a steadying inhale, Kiva summoned it again, this time feeling it stir within her. But just as a tinge of golden light began to glow from her hands, panic swept over her, and the light vanished again, leaving them in darkness once more.


In a wry voice, Cresta said, “You’ve picked a hell of a time to have performance issues.”


Shaken, Kiva replied, “I’m sorry. I think—I’m just tired. Magic takes energy, and I don’t have a lot of that these days.”


Surely that was it, Kiva told herself. She was exhausted, underfed, and soul-weary. There was nothing left to fuel her power. That had to be why it had been so quiet for weeks. If she’d had magical training, she might have known how to summon it regardless, but everything she knew about her power had been self-taught. And mostly trial and error—with a lot of luck thrown in.


That luck had, apparently, run out.


“Don’t worry about it,” Cresta said. “I already told you I’m not that bad—a few days, and I’ll be all better.”


Kiva felt the guilt of her failure wash over her—another failure. Cresta had helped her through so much since her return to Zalindov, and she couldn’t even repay the ex-quarrier by easing her pain.


“It’s almost like I can hear you thinking,” Cresta murmured. “Stop it. I’m fine.”


“You’re hurt,” Kiva returned. “And I—”


“This is nothing,” Cresta said. “You should have seen what they did to me after the riot. That was unpleasant.”


Kiva winced. She might not have liked Cresta then—it was debatable whether she liked Cresta now—but she’d never enjoyed knowing others were suffering.


“If I’d been smarter, I would have stayed in the infirmary after I realized who you were, since I should have figured out that if you made it through the Trial, you’d go directly to your mother and the boy,” Cresta mused. “Then I could have escaped with you.”


Kiva tried to picture it—Cresta leaving Zalindov alongside her, Naari, Jaren, and Tipp—but the image was too strange for her mind to conjure. It did, however, prompt her to ask, “All along, you expected the rebels to break you out?”


“Fat lot of good that came to be,” Cresta muttered.


“How did you—I mean—I’ve always wondered—” Kiva tried again. “How did you become a rebel?”


“Get up.”


Kiva jerked. “What?”


“If you want the answer, you need to earn it,” Cresta said. “So get your ass up.”


Kiva’s brows bunched together. “I don’t—”


“My mother always said movement is the best thing for when you’re feeling down. Stay still for too long, and your troubles only catch up with you,” Cresta said. “You have a lot of troubles, and they’ve been weighing too heavily on you. I told you earlier that you need to get your fighting spirit back, and that starts now.”


“But, I—”


“Ass up, healer.”


“And do what?” Kiva asked, exasperated. “It’s not like I can go anywhere. This cell is barely large enough for the two of us.”


“Remember what I said about attitude?” Cresta asked. “There’s plenty you can do in a small space. You told me about your training with that prince—the cousin—”


“Caldon,” Kiva said again.


“Aside from the running, most of what you did focused on strength, balance, and endurance, all using contained movements and repetition.”


Kiva frowned. “Yeah, but—”


“So you’ll do that here. For as long as we’re locked away, you’ll move, you’ll train. It’ll get your blood flowing and cleanse your thoughts,” Cresta said. “And just maybe it’ll stop you from hating yourself long enough for you to see that you do have a reason to live—and that there are people who, despite you believing otherwise, need you to live, too.”


Tears prickled Kiva’s eyes. “Why are you doing this?” she whispered into the darkness. “Why do you care?”


“I didn’t, when you first arrived,” Cresta answered bluntly. “But you’re like an annoying rash—you’ve grown on me.”


Unbidden, a snort left Kiva.


Cresta turned serious then, her voice quieting as she said, “Everyone deserves to have someone fight for them, even—and especially—when they’re unable to fight for themselves. You did that for me, once. You fought for me, you saved my life, and I’ve hated you every day since because it meant that I then had to make the same choice: to fight, and to keep fighting, day after day. And that’s hard. It’s exhausting and it’s painful and it hurts. But I eventually realized that it’s also a part of life, and it will all be worth it one day. I have to believe that—for me, and for you.” Louder, firmer, she finished, “So get your ass up, healer. It’s time to train.”


A storm of emotion swept through Kiva, frustration, anger, and resentment, but there was also a flicker of something that she hadn’t felt for so long: hope.


Cresta was right—Kiva owed it to those she loved to get up, to keep going, to fight. She had no idea how to make things better, nor did she know if she’d ever get the opportunity, locked away as she was, but if there was the slightest chance that she could earn their forgiveness, then she had to try. For their sakes—and for hers.


So she stood up.


And then, at Cresta’s urging, Kiva began to go through the exercises Caldon had drilled into her every morning at the River Palace. She didn’t have a wooden box to step onto, so she modified by squatting until her thighs burned. She couldn’t run around the barracks, so she jogged on the spot until her lungs screamed. She didn’t have a practice blade, but she still went through all the lunges and parries she could remember until sweat dripped down her face.


All the while, Cresta fulfilled her promise and shared her tale.


“I already told you that I was ten when my sister overdosed,” she said as Kiva balanced on one foot with her arms stretched high in the air. “A year later, my father lost his temper, worse than ever before, and he started taking that out on me. But my sister jumped in to stop him, defending me with a fury he never expected. He—she—they—” Cresta broke off. When she started again, her voice was hard and emotionless. “In one night, I lost everyone but my mother. I was barely eleven years old. We were alone and terrified, owning nothing but the clothes on our backs. I still don’t know how we survived those first few weeks.”


Kiva was scarcely breathing, hearing the heartache in every word. Feeling the heartache. Her right leg began to tremble, so she lowered it back to the ground and swapped to the other foot, raised her hands again, and waited.


“For a long time after that we lived by the mercy of strangers as we traveled from village to village, making our way south out of Mirraven, until we finally managed to sneak illegally into Evalon.”


Kiva was surprised enough to say, “You’re from Mirraven?”


“I was, once,” Cresta said.


“You don’t have an accent.”


“We wanted to blend in after we crossed the border,” Cresta said. “It’s easy to hide what you don’t want others knowing. You of all people should know that.”


Kiva acknowledged her point, and switched legs again.


“For a few years we moved aimlessly, never staying in one place for too long. Mother didn’t have a plan—she was just in survival mode, trying to keep us both alive. But then, when I was sixteen, she got sick. Lungrot. It spread quickly, and soon she was coughing up blood and having trouble breathing.”


Kiva winced. Lungrot was a terrible disease, with very few viable treatments. Patients usually died in a matter of weeks, sometimes days.


“Ever since we’d arrived in Evalon, we’d heard whispers that a Corentine heir had taken over leadership of the rebels,” Cresta went on. “We didn’t care about the ancient feud between Sarana and Torvin—nor did we care who sat on the Evalonian throne. We wanted nothing to do with a foreign royal dispute, so we stayed far away from any Vallentis or Corentine loyalists, keeping to ourselves and avoiding any personal connections. But when Mother’s sickness left her bedridden, the village healer made a passing comment about Tilda Corentine’s magic, saying it was a pity the rebels weren’t recruiting in the area.”


Kiva thought back to what Torell had shared about the early years of Tilda’s leadership, how she’d used her magic to heal anyone in need. It was only later that she’d begun to make them earn their healing, requiring that they prove themselves loyal to the rebel movement before receiving the reward of her power. If Cresta had been sixteen at the time, then that was around five years ago—Tilda would have still been healing people then.


“I knew it was a slim chance, but Mother was all I had left in the world, and I was willing to do whatever I could to save her,” Cresta said. “So I left her in the care of the healer and took off in search of the Rebel Queen.”


Nearly losing her balance, Kiva wobbled for a moment before steadying again. “Did you find her?”


“No,” Cresta answered in a flat voice. “I followed enough leads to get close to the rebel camp, but then I made the mistake of asking the wrong person for directions. He turned out to be an undercover Royal Guard and arrested me on charges of conspiracy to commit treason.” Her tone turned hoarse as she said, “I received a missive from my mother’s healer right before I was loaded into the prison wagon, telling me she’d passed. I didn’t even get to say goodbye.”


Kiva set her foot back down, her hands lowering to her sides. “Cresta . . .” She trailed off, having no idea what to say.


“Didn’t you ever wonder why I tried to kill myself when I first arrived here?” Cresta asked.


Of course Kiva had wondered. But she’d never realized—


“You’re not the only person to have felt like you’ve lost everything,” Cresta said, her voice quiet. It regained strength as she went on, “I meant what I said earlier—I hated you for saving me. Every time I saw you, I remembered that you’d taken that choice from me. In return, I went out of my way to make your life unpleasant.”


Unpleasant was a generous description, Kiva thought.


“But in hindsight, I’m grateful for what you did. So grateful,” Cresta said. “Life is worth living, even the parts that make us feel like we want to die. That’s something I’ve learned in the last five years.” She hesitated, then added, “I know I’ve never said it before, but thank you. I wouldn’t be alive today without you.”


Kiva tried to rein in her emotions as she replied, “You’re welcome. But we both know the same can be said for me. I never would have made it through my withdrawal without your help. Or survived any of the days since then.”


“I thought you didn’t want to survive them?” Cresta asked, her tone pointed.


Kiva huffed out a sound that was part amused, part annoyed. “Turns out, I’ve grown close with this self-righteous ex-quarrier who seems to think I should hang around for a while. Something about making amends and earning forgiveness.”


“She sounds wise,” Cresta noted. “You should listen to her.”


This time, Kiva’s amusement won. Stretching out her tight muscles, she commented, “I still don’t understand how you ended up being a rebel.”


“Despite the impression I gave, I was never one of them—I was just working for them. Sort of,” Cresta answered. “One of the guards here was secretly a rebel, and he recruited me, telling me he’d ignore some of my more problematic indiscretions in return for me reporting back about—” Cresta broke off suddenly. “Gods, I can’t believe I never realized.”


“What?” Kiva asked.


“Part of my role was to convert prisoners and stir up trouble, but I was also meant to spy on the other inmates, especially you,” Cresta said. “I thought it was just because you were the Warden’s bosom buddy and they wanted someone on the inside watching you both closely. Now I can see that those orders must have come from your family, with them wanting to keep tabs on you.”


Kiva thought back to her decade locked away, with only sporadic coded messages revealing anything about how her mother, brother, and sister were doing, and similarly, only the briefest of details from her own life being sent outside the walls. She didn’t know how she felt, hearing that they’d been keeping an eye on her through other people. But she let it go to say, “You said before that you wanted nothing to do with the feud between my family and—and Jaren’s.” Kiva stumbled a little over his name. “I guess I’m just confused about why you agreed to work with them. Especially after—well, they’re the reason you ended up here, in a roundabout way. Weren’t you angry with them?”
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