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The door closed, the room swallowing Nyro whole as he escaped.

I didn’t know where the exit led, but Loretta would help him. She would take him out of the White Palace. I had to trust that she would, that Nyro would be all right.

My heart thundered.

People had come into the library a moment ago. I’d heard their steps and their panicked voices. They had found the bodies.

Knight Ferko, a high-ranking member of the White Court. Dead. And I had killed her. I had slit her throat.

Also a man. I didn’t know who he was, but he recognized Nyro. I knew he had. He was  about to give him away. I had to kill him.

Nyro had been in Knight Ferko’s grip. She had found him roaming the palace. If she had figured out he was a member of the Black Board it would have meant his death.  I couldn’t let her kill him. Not Nyro. I’d had no other choice.

And now I had no other choice but to face the people who’d come investigate the commotion.

With shaky steps, I walked down the aisle toward the sound of voices. It was dark. The shadows hid me as I approached, but I could see them. They had candles. Their faces were illuminated, sharp shadows cutting across their cheeks. They looked ghastly, petrified in terror.

The Decapitator was dead.

Only someone worse than Knight Ferko would have been able to kill her.

A Sentry looked up from the bodies when he heard my steps.

I could only imagine what he saw. A pale figure, walking slowly, white uniform drenched in blood. The man took a step back, his jaw unhinging.

I must have looked like an apparition.

There were four others around him. Noticing his astonishment, they followed his gaze and spotted me. They all stepped back. They were all Sentries, who normally patrolled the hallways when there were parties. Their hands moved to their swords, but they didn’t draw them.

“Rook Flagfall?” one of them said in a shaky voice.

I stopped at the edge of a puddle of blood, gave the Sentry a single nod. There was silence. No one dared to say anything.

Not counting the dead Knight on the floor, I was the highest-rank Board member present. They didn’t dare question me.

But that didn’t last—not after Bishop Viorel and Bishop Rasvan appeared at the door as if summoned by a spell.

The walls seemed to shudder as they glided into the room in their white robes. Everyone took a step from the bodies, backing away slowly as they turned toward the door.

The Bishops’ hoods obscured their faces. Their heads dipped down as they stared at the sight. I wanted to see their faces, judge their reaction, but they simply stood still, giving nothing away. After a moment, Bishop Viorel lifted his head and glanced around.

“What happened here?” he asked.

No one said anything—not that they needed to—but the Sentries glanced in my direction. The blood on my uniform was enough to clue in the Bishops.

“What happened here?” Bishop Viorel repeated.

I opened my mouth to say something. I didn’t know what.

“Don’t say anything,” Bishop Rasvan ordered, taking charge of the situation. “Everyone, stay here with Bishop Viorel.”

Bishop Rasvan came around the huge puddle of blood that surrounded Knight Ferko, making sure not to stain his pristine robes. He grabbed my arm above the elbow and dragged me towards the back of the library, the way I’d come.

Once we were out of earshot and hidden by the shadows, he stopped. His grip around my arm was iron-strong.

“Now, speak,” he ordered.

My mind reeled. I couldn’t tell him the truth, and I’d had no time to think of a convincing lie. The smell of blood on my clothes was sickening. It wasn’t sweet or tempting like when I fed. It was revolting, impure, tainted with vampire blood. My throat closed in.

“Speak!” Bishop Rasvan said, raising his voice.

“It... it all happened so fast,” I said, my voice shaking. “I left the party to come to the library and read through the ledgers. It... it calms me. I have a challenge tomorrow, so I thought it would help. When I got close, I heard voices, angry voices, an argument. Then something that sounded like a struggle.” The words, the lies, sputtering out. “I hurried down the hall, and when I came in, that man was fighting with Knight Ferko. He had her against a bookshelf, a dagger in his hand. Then... the next thing I knew Knight Ferko was choking. She was making these awful sounds. I couldn’t tell what had happened, but I knew I had to do something, so I drew my sword and drove it through the man’s back. He fought me. He was strong. He should have died when I stabbed him, but he was so strong. Then finally, he... he died and when I stood, Knight Ferko... she was...” I stopped, out of breath.

The story had unfolded from my mouth in short breathless spasms. Had I been coherent? I didn’t know if anything I’d said made any sense. Was it believable? I had no idea. And I couldn’t see Bishop Rasvan’s face through the shadow of his hood to judge if he bought my story.

He stood in front of me without saying a word. My fists clenched and unclenched at my sides as my stomach continued twisting itself into knots.

“Stay here,” Bishop Rasvan said.

He walked away, back toward the door. I heard no steps as he seemed to glide away. I stood there, wondering if I should run, if I should hide somewhere, if I could go the way Loretta and Nyro had gone.

Except there was nowhere I could escape to. Not from Acedrex. No one ever left this place.

Bishop Rasvan returned a few minutes later and wrapped his iron grip around my upper arm again. He led me toward the door through which Nyro and Loretta had disappeared. I stiffened, my boots planting themselves firmly on the floor. 

Rasvan jerked me forward and forced me into the small room. It was empty but for a bookshelf with few books. The space was a box. A coffin. There was no way out, until Bishop Rasvan pulled on a book and a panel slid open in the back. 

He forced me through the opening. There were gas sconces on the walls at either side of the shoulder-width hall. Bishop Rasvan walked behind me, pushing me along.

I fought, planting my feet firmly on the stone floor. Nyro had left with Loretta ten or fifteen minutes ago, but what if we ran into them? What if they were still in the passage?

“Move,” Bishop Rasvan growled.

“Where are you taking me?” I asked, disguising my concern for Nyro with concern for myself.

Bishop Rasvan didn’t answer; he just kept pushing me along, forcing me across different passages. Right. Left. Straight ahead. They seemed interminable. After long minutes, we emerged through another wooden panel into a room I didn’t recognize.

From there, Bishop Rasvan led me down a long corridor that ended at a set of winding steps. We went down and down and down, my boots echoing in the narrow stone staircase. He was taking me to the dungeons. I’d heard of them, but I’d never been there. Gods, did that mean he thought I was guilty?

I hated Ferko. Maybe I had failed to hide how I felt about her. Maybe this was the reason Bishop Rasvan suspected me. He had observed me from his favorite lurking spots and had seen the dislike painted on my face.

Did he suspect I had killed Knight Ferko?

If he did, I was done for. He would tell the White Queen, and she would remind me of my contract and how this offense meant I had broken it. Harming other members of the Board was strictly forbidden and punishable by death. We were only allowed to fight during official challenges, and then we could butcher each other if we wanted to.

What I had done tonight put me at Lovina’s mercy.

To complicate matters, Ferko had entrapped me. She had forged my signature, stating I wished to challenge Knight Kelsus. She’d known I liked him—he was the only decent member of the entire White Court—and guessed correctly that when I felt ready to become a Knight, I would challenge her and not Kelsus.

Now, with Ferko dead, what would happen with that falsified challenge?

At the end of the steps, we entered a musty-smelling, dim-lit area. A few coal lanterns hung from the high ceiling. The hall was wide enough to allow two people to walk shoulder-to-shoulder, out of reach from anyone inside the cells on either side. An incessant drip echoed throughout the space. A pathetic keening came from one of the dark stalls. I couldn’t see inside. What wretched creature occupied the cell? And for how long?

Would Bishop Rasvan leave me here and forget about me?

At the very end of the hall, Rasvan finally stopped. When I realized where he’d taken me, my blood turned to ice. There was a hole in the ground. It was as wide as I was tall and dark like spilled ink.

The pit.

I shook my head. The Queen had told me enough stories about this place to know I didn’t want to go in there. Her threats had scared me to the core. She’d threatened to put me here if I didn’t find a Trove for her. I had, and yet here I was.

“No,” I said, “you can’t put me in there.”

Bishop Rasvan said nothing. He just stood behind me quietly and eerily still.

“Why are you doing this?” I asked. “I haven’t done anything.” The desperation in my voice was raw, revealing my fear and laying it out for the Bishop to enjoy. He chuckled, a low rumble inside his throat.

Then he pushed me into the hole.
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Arms windmilling, I fell through darkness.

I clawed at the air, one hand scratching the side of the wall. Two of my nails tore out of their beds. I screamed as I fell and fell.

I landed with a loud crash, my leg bending and snapping with a sickening sound. Pain ripped through me like white fire. I twisted, biting my tongue against the violent surge. My back arched as I drowned in agony.

My face rested on cool dirt. My fingers clawed at the earth, grabbing handfuls of it as I fought to survive the pain. I struggled to stay awake against the shock, but it was too much and it took me under.

I woke up sometime later with the sense that, while I was out, I’d lived through hell and back, writhing in the anguish of my broken leg. I swallowed thickly—my mouth dry, my stomach feeling much like the pit I was in.

A sharp ache throbbed below my left knee, shooting up to my groin. Twisting to one side, reaching with my hand, I felt my way down my leg.

My hand recoiled.

A bone was sticking out from my flesh. My leg was shattered. Tears slid down the corners of my eyes. I would die here. Bishop Rasvan wouldn’t tell anyone what he’d done with me, and I’d be forgotten.

The Queen didn’t want any female challengers in the high ranks of her Board. She wanted men who
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