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Chapter eight

Kiva barely had time to spin and duck before Xuru’s magic collided with her, the fireball slamming into her bare shoulder from behind. The damage would have been considerably worse had it hit her straight on; instead, it only glanced off her flesh. But the searing pain came instantly, causing her to scream and curl in on herself.

Her body quaked as she swiveled her neck to inspect the damage, but all she could see was—

Kiva gagged at the sight of her scorched, blistering flesh.

“That looks uncomfortable,” said Navok, and Kiva pivoted back to face him, tears trailing down her cheeks. “Heal yourself, and you’ll be all better.”

The agony was enough that Kiva struggled to think, let alone respond. Through clenched teeth, she bit out, “I can’t, you bast—”

“Do you want to feel that again?” the king interrupted. “Because Xuru can keep going all day.”

The fire-wielding anomaly grinned and summoned another flame to dance between his fingers. Kiva flinched, the motion tugging at both her burned skin and her still-throbbing cheekbone, though the pain in her face was nothing compared to the ache spreading across her shoulder and upper back.

“If you would just listen—”

“What’s it going to take for you to obey me?” Navok interrupted her again, leaning forward on his throne. He jerked his chin at Xuru and said, “Again.”

The anomaly’s grin widened, and he wound back his arm, preparing to launch the flames toward Kiva once more.

“NO!” she cried, her voice cracking as she raised both of her hands protectively.

“What in the everworld is going on in here?”

At the soft, feminine voice, Xuru peered beyond Kiva and swiftly extinguished his magic. She followed his gaze to find a young woman striding into the throne room accompanied by a young man, both dressed in elegant travel clothes.

“Nav?” the girl pressed, her auburn hair darker than the king’s and glimmering with sun-kissed streaks, her eyes a calming shade of pale green. Everything about her was delicate, from her porcelain skin to her pixie-like features.

Her companion was the opposite, though no less striking. His skin was a rich dark brown, his body lean but with clear muscle definition, his black hair cropped short with a gold circlet at his brow. He painted such an alluring picture that, even in her pained state, Kiva had trouble taking her eyes from him.

“This doesn’t concern you, Sera,” Navok replied, proving what Kiva had assumed: the newcomers were his sister and her betrothed.

“Is that the greeting you offer her after months apart?” Voshell asked, his faintly accented voice deep and honeyed—and simmering with anger.

Kiva was surprised; the look on the prince’s face didn’t indicate any of the weakness Navok had implied. Rather, Voshell’s features were hard as he eyed the Mirraven king.

“Don’t bother, Vosh,” Serafine said wearily, laying her hand on his arm. “I’d rather know what we walked in on when we—” She broke off in a gasp when Kiva turned slightly, unintentionally revealing her burn.

Serafine had been walking casually toward the throne, but the moment she caught sight of Kiva’s wound, she quickened enough that her travel cloak fanned out behind her. She only slowed when she noted the look of fear that Kiva failed to hide.

“It’s all right,” Serafine said soothingly. Once she was close enough, she tried to get a better look at the damage, but Kiva edged away from her, wary and uncertain.

“Did you do that?”

Kiva thought Voshell’s enraged words were aimed at her, but then she realized he was still glaring at Navok, even fiercer than before.

The king’s eyes flared in warning, but his tone was light, even bored, when he said, “My clumsy bride tripped and fell into a luminium lantern. It looks worse than it is.”

Serafine’s eyes locked on to Kiva’s hot, throbbing cheek and narrowed into slits.

“And what of her face, brother?” the princess asked, her tone still soft, but there was a lethal edge to it that Kiva hadn’t expected. “Did the luminium lantern do that, too?” She indicated the handprint bruise on Kiva’s forearm. “And that?”

Navok’s jaw tightened. “As I said, she’s clumsy.”

Xuru was nodding at his side. Kiva hated them both.

Serafine raised her chin. “Clumsy or not, my sister-to-be is hurt. I’ll see her to her room and make sure her wounds are treated.”

An odd thing happened then: Navok laughed. It wasn’t a humor-filled sound, but something mean and spiteful. It had Serafine visibly tensing, as if she regretted her choice of words.

“Still looking to fill that space, after all these years?” Navok asked in a taunting voice. “I should have known my wedding would bring you more joy than me.” He sent a lascivious look toward Kiva, and added, “Though the wedding night shouldn’t disappoint. At least that’s one thing I can look forward to tomorrow.” A pointed pause. “If I can wait that long.”

It wasn’t just Kiva’s shoulder that was burning now as dread and loathing seared through her veins.

“No one is forcing you to get married,” Voshell told Navok, his mouth twisting with distaste. “And that’s your intended you’re talking about. Have a care with your words.”

Navok sent him a haughty look. “Or what, Vosh?”

The Caramor prince didn’t stand down, as Navok had clearly anticipated.

“Or you and I will have more problems than we already do,” Voshell stated.

The king leaned back in his throne, eyeing his ally thoughtfully. His expression turned calculating as he mused, “It seems something has happened since we last spoke.”

“Indeed,” Voshell said shortly. “We have much to discuss.” His gaze swept the room, from the trembling Kiva to the eager-eyed Xuru, and he finished, “In private.”

Navok’s interest was piqued, even if he couldn’t quite hide his annoyance—whether because he could no longer torture Kiva or because Voshell wasn’t acting like a weak-willed fool, Kiva didn’t know. Nor did she care. Because the longer she stood there, the more her desire to throw up—or pass out—deepened.

Sensing her growing anguish, Serafine turned kind eyes to her and said, “Come. We need to see to your wounds.”

Kiva didn’t dare look back at Navok as the princess carefully wrapped a supportive arm around her waist and led her from the throne room. Every slow step was agony, her shoulder on fire, her face throbbing.

She just needed to make it to her room, Kiva told herself. Then she needed to get rid of the princess. And somehow get Brynn to leave, too. Then she had to find her way down to Galdric.

And then she needed to escape.

Kiva whimpered at the thought of how impossible all of that seemed without her having become so injured that she could barely walk unassisted. But she refused to let hopelessness overwhelm her. There was no alternative—she absolutely had to be gone from Blackmount before she was forced to set foot anywhere near an altar.

As they ascended their second staircase, Kiva’s burn became so excruciating that she was desperate for something to take her mind off it, so she said, perhaps unwisely, “I know about you and Mirryn.” When the princess tensed at her side, she went on, more hesitantly, “I’m sorry about Voshell.”

Serafine relaxed again, and sent a small but genuine smile to Kiva. “Voshell is a good man. I feel worse for him than for me. He deserves someone who can love him in a way that I can’t.”

“You deserve that, too,” Kiva said. Even if she despised Mirryn for her betrayal, she could still understand why the Vallentis princess had allied with Zuleeka. Love made fools of them all.

“Mirry and I . . .” Serafine shook her head sadly. “We’re not meant to be.”

There was a deep sorrow in her voice, one that was mirrored in her expression.

Kiva’s heart went out to her, and she asked, “I heard the betrothal was your brother’s idea. Why go through with it?”

Serafine sighed. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“Maybe not,” Kiva said. “But I’d like to.”

If anything, the princess only looked more miserable. “He’s all I have left in the world. If I disobey him . . .” She shuddered slightly against Kiva. But then something changed in her, as if she suddenly remembered she was speaking to Navok’s intended bride. “He’s not always terrible. He can be—he can be very protective.”

Possessive, more like, Kiva thought bitterly.

“And he rewards those who are loyal to him,” Serafine went on, as if listing Navok’s qualities would make Kiva forgive how he’d treated her. Tortured her. “He’s also incredibly ambitious and goal-oriented.”

“Enough to want to conquer kingdoms that don’t belong to him,” Kiva muttered.

Serafine stiffened again, and this time she didn’t relax. Her voice lowered as she said, “I’m not defending what he did to you. He has a temper, but he doesn’t usually get physical. What he did was wrong, in every possible way. But I just—” She glanced away, the green in her eyes dulling. In an emotion-clogged voice, she shared, “Late at night when the world is asleep, I stare up at the stars and dream of how different things might be, in another life. I dream of the family I wish I had, of the freedom I long to feel. I dream of someone loving me enough to save me from all of this.” She looked down at her feet. “Voshell isn’t who I hoped for, but he’ll take care of me. And I know this won’t make sense to you, but I’ll be making my brother happy. That means something to me—even if I wish it didn’t.” She turned her sad gaze to Kiva and repeated, “He’s all I have left.”

Despite Serafine’s assumption, Kiva did understand, and worse, could relate. She knew the strength of family bonds, how they could influence beliefs and actions. Serafine had lost her mother at a young age, and her father much more recently. If she went against Navok’s wishes, she risked losing him too, leaving her all alone. Kiva could appreciate that fear more than most, and while part of her wanted to shake Serafine and tell her to stand up to her brother, the other part wanted to wrap her in an embrace and say that everything would be all right—even if they both knew it was a lie.

“You know,” the princess said as they finally approached Kiva’s bedroom, her voice deliberately bright, as if she wanted to forget their conversation up until now, “I just realized we were never properly introduced.”

“I think we’re beyond introductions,” Kiva said, biting back a moan when she felt a renewed surge of pain.

Serafine hummed with agreement. “Despite the circumstances, I’m looking forward to getting to know you, Kiva Corentine.” Her words were heartfelt and honest. Quietly, she added, “I promise it won’t all be bad. And I also promise to help you every step of the way.”

Kiva was quickly coming to understand why Serafine was so beloved; it was impossible not to be drawn to her gentle spirit and sincere kindness. What Navok considered Serafine’s weakness, Kiva considered her strength.

But regardless, she had no intention of remaining in Mirraven long enough to take the princess up on her offer.

“Thank you,” Kiva said, not revealing her plans. “I’ll need all the help I can get.”

The smile Serafine sent her was tooth-achingly sweet. “Let’s get you inside and resting,” she said as they reached the bedroom door. “I’ll find Madam Merit and have her send for a healer.”

Kiva quickly considered her options, and said, “Brynn can do that.”

If the maid was given a reason to be out of the room, Kiva could leave undetected. No pain in the world would stop her from taking advantage of that opportunity.

“Brynn?” Serafine asked as they stepped through the doorway.

“My lady’s maid,” Kiva answered, looking up to see the girl in question frozen on the far side of the room. She was hard to make out, hidden in the shadows beside the now-open curtains, but her silhouette was familiar enough for Kiva to recognize her.

“Goodness, my lady, you’re hurt!” Brynn exclaimed, before speeding toward the bathing chamber and disappearing inside. From there, she yelled back to them, “I’ll get some clean linens!”

“Lady Kiva requires a healer,” Serafine called to Brynn, helping Kiva to her bed.

“I’ll see to that at once, Your Highness!” the maid replied, loud enough for them to hear. She didn’t reappear, though, and Serafine frowned in her direction.

“Please, Princess,” Kiva said, caring little about Brynn’s lack of etiquette. “You must be exhausted from your travels. Thank you for helping me back here, but Brynn can see to me now.” She needed Serafine to leave before the maid went for a healer, otherwise the princess might feel obligated to remain. “As your brother said, it looks worse than it is.”

Kiva was lying, and Serafine knew as much. But the princess only shifted uneasily and said, “Are you sure?”

“You’ve given me too much of your time already,” Kiva insisted.

It was obvious the princess wanted to stay, whether out of concern or because she herself wanted the company, but thankfully, she took the hint, and began to move toward the door.

“If you need me, please don’t hesitate to have your maid come and get me,” Serafine offered. She sent a dubious look toward the bathing chamber, clearly doubting Brynn’s competence, and murmured, “Or perhaps send someone else.”

Kiva almost smiled. “I will. Thank you.” She wanted to say how nice it was to have met her and that she hoped things worked out with Voshell, but she couldn’t risk showing her hand, so she only offered a quiet goodbye, breathing a sigh of relief when the door shut behind her.

“Is she gone?” Brynn asked quietly, peeking into the bedroom.

This time, it was Kiva who frowned, since she now realized the maid hadn’t been helping—she’d been hiding. Even from their short acquaintance, Kiva could tell Serafine was nothing like Navok, so there was no reason for Brynn to fear her. “What’s going on with you?”

The maid ignored the question and hurried over, her lips thinning as she took in the swelling on Kiva’s cheek, and a hiss leaving her as she examined Kiva’s shoulder.

“The burn goes deep,” Brynn said, easing Kiva’s dress away from the wound. The fire had hit her bare shoulder, so thankfully no fabric had melted into her skin.

“I know,” Kiva said, feeling every agonizing blister. She was shaking visibly now, and sweat dotted her forehead despite the bone-deep chill setting in as her adrenaline faded. But she couldn’t yield to what she was feeling; she was running out of time. Repeating Serafine’s request, she said, “Can you please go and find me a healer?”

She needed Brynn gone—now.

But the maid shook her head. “A healer can’t do much for a wound like this. Not in time for—” She broke off, but Kiva knew it was only to avoid mentioning the wedding.

“Please, Brynn,” Kiva begged. “It really hurts.” That part wasn’t a lie.

There was a furrow in the maid’s brow as she continued to inspect the burn, but then she seemed to come to a decision and ordered, “Lie down. On your stomach.”

“No, truly, I need you to go and—”

“Now, Kiva,” the maid said, her voice firm.

But it wasn’t just her tone that shocked Kiva—it was that she waved her hand and a glossy green plant appeared, growing straight out of the floor.

If Kiva hadn’t already been sitting on the bed, she would have stumbled backwards.

Brynn had earth magic.

“You’re an anomaly,” Kiva breathed. For seventeen years, she’d only ever heard whispers of anomalies, and now she’d encountered two in the space of an hour.

“Lie down,” Brynn said again, pointing to the bed.

Kiva was too stunned to do anything but obey, wincing as the move aggravated her shoulder. She was careful to press her uninjured cheek to the pillow, watching in awe as Brynn summoned another plant to appear alongside the first. Both were familiar to Kiva, but she’d only ever used one before.

The first was aloeweed, and Brynn quickly pulled a small blade from her apron and sliced open the green stalk until its gel-like sap began to ooze out.

“You need to use the redwort first,” Kiva said, indicating the second plant. “It’ll clean the wound.”

“It’ll also sting enough to make you wish for the everworld,” Brynn argued.

“If it gets infected, I may end up in the everworld.”

The maid lowered the aloeweed—reluctantly—and reached for the reddish plant, but then she cocked her head and waved her hand again. Two new flowering plants appeared beside the redwort, one having bright white petals with yellow tips, the other a startling shade of violet with red shoots sprouting from the center. Kiva had never seen either before.

“Milkmist,” Brynn said as she plucked one of the white flowers, causing Kiva to jerk in surprise. Her father had mentioned milkmist once, claiming it was incredibly rare and famous for its strong anesthetic properties.

Sure enough, the moment Brynn cut open the bulb and dribbled the sap onto Kiva’s shoulder, her pain vanished into numbness so complete that she moaned with relief.

“I could kiss you right now,” she murmured into her pillow, aware that she might actually stand a chance at escaping if the numbness remained long enough for her to sneak out of the castle.

The maid chuckled and proceeded to clean Kiva’s shoulder using the redwort. “Want to tell me what happened to you?”

“Not really,” Kiva answered, her trembles beginning to ease now that her pain had faded.

Brynn’s fingers paused. “I’ll rephrase. As the person currently helping you, I’d like you to tell me what happened.”

Kiva grumbled, “You’re very forceful for a maid.” When Brynn said nothing, and didn’t continue cleaning the wound, Kiva added, “Fine, but please hurry. I have . . . things to do.”

“What things?”

“Just—things,” Kiva said defensively, wishing the maid would act more maid-like.

Brynn’s voice was filled with humor as she said, “The time will pass quicker if you share what happened while I work.”

Kiva doubted that, but when Brynn recommenced cleaning her shoulder, she offered an overview of Navok’s demands in the throne room and how Serafine and Voshell had interrupted Xuru’s second attack, finishing with an offhanded mention about the tension she’d felt between the Mirraven king and the Caramor prince.

“Navok and Vosh are meeting in private?” Brynn asked as she smeared a liberal amount of aloeweed gel over the top of Kiva’s wound to make a soothing protective barrier. “Right now?”

“I guess so,” Kiva answered.

Brynn didn’t ask anything else as she shifted to dab aloeweed onto Kiva’s cheek, her silvery eyes narrowed with displeasure now that she had confirmation that the swelling was from Navok himself. She took off into the bathing chamber, returning with a tumbler half full of water. Only then did she reach for the purple flower, plucking some petals and shoots and dropping them into the liquid.

“Drink this,” she said.

Kiva tried to sit up, but Brynn placed a hand on her good shoulder and pressed her back onto the bed. “Stay down until the aloeweed sets. Just lift your head and drink it that way.”

“What is it?” Kiva asked as she took a tentative sip. It had a subtle floral taste, almost fruity.

“I doubt you’ll have heard of it—it’s a flower native to the Serpent Isles. The monks sequestered there call it Serpent’s Kiss,” Brynn said. “It speeds up healing, but you should only use it in extreme circumstances.”

“Why?” Kiva asked, taking another sip.

“Because it’s poisonous.”

Kiva spat out her mouthful. “What?”

Brynn rolled her eyes. “You’ll be fine.” She paused, then amended, “You might have a bit of a headache and some stomach pains, maybe temporary blindness. But don’t worry, in a few hours, you’ll be back to normal. And you’ll be feeling much better. Just don’t take any more for at least a month, or you’ll be in trouble.”

Kiva gaped at the maid. “You gave me poison?”

“It’s mostly men who it kills,” Brynn said breezily. “Your odds are good.”

But Kiva barely heard her, because she belatedly processed what else Brynn had said, and all but shrieked, “Did you say a few hours?”

Brynn pried the tumbler from Kiva’s dread-stiffened fingers. “I did. And unfortunately for you, I need to be somewhere else right now, but I don’t trust that you won’t do something foolish while I’m gone—like try to flee. So this will actually work out well, since you can sleep off the Serpent’s Kiss without ever feeling its effects.”

There was so much to what Brynn had said that both stunned and alarmed Kiva, but she couldn’t say anything—because she couldn’t breathe.

No matter how hard she tried to inhale, it was as if her body had forgotten how to process oxygen. And it wasn’t just breathing that she was suddenly incapable of doing—she also couldn’t move, her limbs unresponsive, like something heavy was pressing her to the bed, refusing to let her up.

“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” Brynn said, her voice gentle, even as Kiva looked at her with wide, terrified eyes. “Everything will be all right, Kiva. Trust me.”

And then, starved for air, Kiva’s vision blackened and she succumbed to unconsciousness.





Chapter eleven

Upon arriving back at the command center, Kiva did a stutter-step through the door when she saw that Jaren had returned. He stood with his arms crossed, his expression closed, his eyes avoiding her entirely. But he was there. And Ashlyn, too, standing at his side in a similar position, her maid’s outfit making her look considerably less intimidating.

“Took you long enough,” Ashlyn grumbled to Caldon, before turning to Kiva and asking, her voice much kinder, “Are you all right? Is your shoulder—”

“I’m fine,” Kiva said quickly.

“What’s wrong with your shoulder?” Caldon asked, peering from her left arm to her right, but her dress covered all evidence of the wound.

“Nothing,” Kiva said, sending a warning look to Ashlyn, who cocked a pale eyebrow in response but thankfully didn’t say anything else.

Jaren’s expression hadn’t changed—he’d clearly decided to ignore Kiva, and while she wanted to run into his arms and beg for forgiveness, she knew the best thing she could do was give him space. Caldon had seemed confident Jaren would warm up to her—eventually—so she just had to be patient and not push him into anything before he was ready.

But Kiva didn’t feel like being patient. Not when he was so close, after being apart for so long. She unconsciously moved a step nearer to him, but a twitch of Cresta’s head caught her attention, and Kiva looked toward the ex-quarrier only to see the warning in her hazel eyes.

Don’t, Cresta seemed to be saying. You’ll regret it.

Kiva bit her cheek hard enough to draw blood, but gave a nod of resigned understanding.

“Have you learned anything yet, Eidran?” Caldon asked, prompting Kiva’s gaze to shoot to the unfamiliar young man, her eyes widening with realization.

Eidran was the name of the Royal Guard who had originally planned to infiltrate Zalindov, but he’d broken his leg, leaving Jaren to go in his place. From what Kiva had gleaned while eavesdropping on the Royal Council, he was one of Evalon’s best spies when it came to gathering rebel intelligence. Last she’d heard, he’d been recovering from his injury in Albree, but that had been months ago—he’d had plenty of time to heal and, apparently, find his way back to Jaren.

“The general said we should wait for you,” Eidran answered, his voice quiet, calming even. Despite his formidable size, there was something very settling about him.

“Well, we’re here now,” Caldon said, offering no further explanation as he strode toward them, with Kiva quickly following. “Remove their gags, and let’s hear what they have to say.”

If Ashlyn was annoyed that her brother was giving the orders despite her outranking him, she didn’t let on. Her focus was solely on Torell and Cresta as Eidran tugged the cloths from their mouths.

Immediately, Tor looked at Kiva and rasped, “Are you—”

“Quiet.”

The word was low and brimming with barely restrained fury, a command even the bravest of souls would know not to ignore.

And it was said by Jaren.

It was the first time Kiva had heard his voice in weeks, and it took everything in her not to start tearing up again. She only managed because Cresta sent her another look, this one saying, Get it together, you softhearted fool.

Kiva fisted her hands until her fingernails dug into her palms. She was desperate to find out how her brother was there, what Cresta was doing with him, why Caldon had said Tipp hadn’t wanted to be near them, and so many other things. But she knew better than to speak, the very air simmering with tension. She shot a pleading glance at Caldon, but he was too busy looking worriedly at Jaren to notice, so Kiva turned to Ashlyn. The princess held her eyes before offering a slight nod and stepping forward until she was in front of Tor.

“Torell Corentine,” she said, “I’m Ashlyn Vallentis.”

“I know who you are, General,” he replied.

His emerald gaze was steady and full of respect, which seemed to take Ashlyn aback. But she rallied and said, “It takes either a brave man or a stupid one to turn himself in as you did tonight. You’re wanted for treason, the penalty for which is a life sentence at Zalindov.”

Kiva flinched, and all eyes shifted to her—including Jaren’s frosty gaze.

“Since we just came from there,” Cresta drawled, mercifully reclaiming their attention, “it’d be really annoying if you made us go straight back.”

Kiva sent her a grateful look, to which the redhead just rolled her eyes, as if reminding Kiva that it was becoming an irritating habit to save her—even from herself.

Ashlyn squinted at the ex-quarrier. “Have we met before? You look familiar.”

Cresta shrugged within the confines of her ropes. “Are you the one who arrested me five years ago?” When Ashlyn shook her head, Cresta said, “Then no, unless you’ve visited for Family Day in that time. Maybe we shared tea and cookies.”

Kiva resisted the urge to snort at the very idea of Zalindov hosting a “Family Day.”

Ashlyn’s mouth tightened, and she returned her focus to Torell. “You came here knowing that we’d—”

“Can we speed this up?” Cresta interrupted, shifting on her seat. “My ass is numb.” She jerked her chin toward Kiva. “You already know we’re here for her. Sure, we didn’t know she’d be here, so we got lucky with that. But now that we’re all together, how about you save time by leaving the threats and just asking your questions?” Cresta continued before anyone could respond, “I’ll start you off. This one”—her chin jerked toward Torell this time—“was unconscious during everything that went down with their sister at the palace.” Her hazel eyes locked with Jaren’s as she brutally added, “You know, the night you lost your throne and your magic?” She whistled through her teeth. “Not your best day.”

“Cresta,” Kiva hissed, the strangled word barely leaving her throat.

“What?” Cresta asked with fake innocence. “We all know what happened. Gods, you wouldn’t shut up about it for weeks at Zalindov. I’ve never seen anyone more broken, and that’s saying a lot, considering where we were.”

It was as if all the air had been sucked from the room. Kiva shut her eyes to block out what she might see—or not see—but then she felt a hand on her arm, and she reopened them to find Caldon’s pale face before her.

“You were back at Zalindov?” His voice was raw, as if he didn’t want to believe it.

Cresta snorted. “Where the hell did you think she was? After how much she’d come to care for you all, do you really think she would have stayed away of her own free will and not tried to fix things?” She snorted again. “Do you really think she would have stayed away from him?” Her gaze speared straight to Jaren again, and Kiva couldn’t resist looking as well, only to see him standing as still as death. His face remained blank, but his eyes—

They were blazing.

Kiva’s traitorous heart gave a thump of hope, but then he blinked and whatever he’d felt at the news of her being back at Zalindov vanished as swiftly as it had arrived.

“There was nothing she could do, though,” Cresta went on, her words landing like blows. “Warden Rooke sentenced her to the tunnels this time—”

A jerk of Jaren’s body had Kiva’s eyes flicking back to him, but he’d frozen again before she could decide whether she’d imagined it or not.

“—and when she arrived, she was too messed up from the—”

“CRESTA!” Kiva finally snapped. All eyes returned to her, including Jaren’s, and a panicked desperation came over her. He couldn’t learn about the angeldust—after the abuse he’d suffered from his mother’s addiction, Kiva feared it would only give him another reason to hate her. She might not have willfully chosen to use the drug, but she still recalled her darkest moments of begging Cresta for it. Her shame was suffocating, something she couldn’t stand the thought of him knowing about. And not just him—the others, too. So she cleared her throat and said, “It’s fine—I’m here, aren’t I? Yes, I was back at Zalindov, just for a little while. But I got out.” She held up her hands as if to prove she’d sustained no permanent damage, at least not physically. The scars on the inside . . . those were hers to bear alone.

“How did we not know?” Caldon asked, horror clear in his features.

Kiva wanted to reassure him that there was nothing he could have done, but Cresta answered before she could.

“Zuleeka and Mirryn snuck her out of Vallenia in secret. They knew she’d try to help you, and they wanted her out of the way.” The ex-quarrier didn’t mention the state Kiva had been in upon arrival—having clearly noted Kiva’s reaction to her previous attempt—and smoothly segued back to her earlier story. “That all happened straight after the masquerade, but when Torell woke the following day, he—”

“Why don’t we let him tell his side of things?” Ashlyn cut in smoothly, her silvery eyes shifting to Tor’s. “I’d like to hear it in his own words.”

Torell straightened in his chair. “After the attack, I woke up in—”

“Attack?” Ashlyn interrupted.

“Mirravens,” Caldon answered for Torell. “They kidnapped Kiva to bait Jaren.”

Ashlyn looked like she had more questions, but Caldon waved Tor on.

“Everything was hazy at first, but Rhessinda—my friend and second in command—helped me remember,” Torell said, his gaze unfocused in memory. “I’d been stabbed in the heart, but it wasn’t by a Mirraven soldier—it was by Zuleeka.” He raised his eyes to Kiva’s, his face haunted. “She nearly killed me. You saved me.”

The sudden spotlight on Kiva’s healing magic was as subtle as a rabid bear in the corner of the room.

“Rhess filled me in on what had happened at the palace,” Tor went on. “She’s never trusted Zuleeka, so as soon as she heard about the takeover, she moved me and Tipp from the rebel safe house to her hidden apartment in the city while we were both still unconscious.”

“Who is this Tipp I keep hearing about?” Ashlyn murmured.

“Unnaturally happy kid,” Cresta said, sounding bored. “Like a little brother to Kiva, until he learned she’d been lying to him for years. Keep up, would you?”

Ashlyn scowled at Cresta while Kiva fought back her pain from the too-candid answer, all while Torell continued, “That morning, I went to the palace and confronted Zuleeka. I’d had no idea that she—” He broke off, his eyes moving straight to Jaren. In a broken voice, he said, “I swear, I had no idea what she’d planned. If I’d known, I would have—”

“What?” Jaren said, his voice whip-sharp. “You would have what? Stopped her? You’re a Corentine. The Jackal. The rebel general. Isn’t this what you wanted? Congratulations, you succeeded.”

“Jaren, mate,” Caldon said quietly, moving closer to his cousin and placing a hand on his shoulder. “We talked about this.”

“No,” Jaren said, shrugging Caldon off. “You talked about this. Just because you believe he’s more than what he seems, that doesn’t mean I have to. He’s from a family of liars and murderers. Trust him all you want, but you’ll only bring about your own ruin. Then you’ll have no one to blame but yourself.”

Jaren wasn’t talking about Torell. Everyone in the room knew it, Kiva especially. Her eyes burned, every word like an arrow shooting into her chest.

“Gods, were you this dramatic when you were at Zalindov?” Cresta asked, pulling a face at Jaren. “No wonder I never liked you.”

“Why are you here, Cresta?” he asked flatly.

“Tor isn’t done yet,” she replied, heedless to Jaren’s mood. “He needs to finish before you can see how I fit into things.”

Sensing everyone’s patience was growing thin, Torell quickly summarized, “Zuleeka wouldn’t tell me where Kiva was, and demanded that I help her take control of the kingdom. When I refused, she tried to attack me with her magic.” There was enough disbelief in his tone to confirm he’d had no knowledge of her deadly power. “I only managed to escape because Mirryn arrived and talked some sense into Zuleeka, giving me a chance to flee.”

Kiva’s eyes widened at the thought of Mirryn intervening. Jaren, Caldon, and Ashlyn all showed visible reactions as well, making her wonder how they were dealing with the emotional fallout of her betrayal. Jaren especially.

“After that,” Torell said, turning to Kiva, “it took me some time, but I found a witness from the masquerade who saw you being carried away by two guards. I assumed they were Royal Guards, so I lost even more time trying to hunt them down, only to learn they were transfer guards who had taken you back to Zalindov.”

His sorrowful green gaze held hers. “I’d already abandoned you once—I wasn’t going to let you rot in there a second time. But I also worried that the rebels might report what I was planning to Zuleeka, so I knew I had to go alone. Rhess agreed to stay behind as my eyes and ears inside Vallenia, and Tipp—” Torell looked down at his lap, before meeting Kiva’s gaze again. “He was harder to convince, but he knew he couldn’t go back to the palace while Zuleeka and Mirryn were there. Since he had nowhere else to go, he agreed to travel with me to Zalindov.”

Kiva’s heart shriveled, now understanding what Caldon had meant earlier. Unlike Torell and Cresta, Tipp wasn’t there because he’d wanted to find her. He was there because he’d had no other choice.

Painfully aware of how many people she’d hurt with her lies, Kiva only half listened as Torell explained how he and Tipp had stayed at the inn in Vaskin until they’d overheard some guards complaining about the new recruits who had finally arrived to replace those killed in the riot. Tor quickly realized that was something he could exploit, especially when the guards went on to laugh about “that healer girl” locked in the Abyss. It took a few days, but he eventually managed to corner a different guard and knock him out, before stealing his uniform and sneaking into the prison disguised as one of the recruits. Thanks to Tipp’s reluctant sharing, Tor knew exactly where the punishment block was and headed straight there, only to find not Kiva, but Cresta.

“You’d already been taken by then, and I told him I’d only share where you’d gone if he got me out,” Cresta said, shameless. “So he did.”

Kiva had a feeling their escape wasn’t as straightforward as they’d claimed, but she didn’t pry for more details. Instead, she looked at Cresta and stated, “I would have come back for you.”

Cresta’s face was solemn. “I know.” Her features filled with mirth as she added, “But now you don’t have to get your ass stuck in there a third time because of some idiotic rescue attempt that was doomed to fail.”

“Back up,” Caldon interjected, looking between Kiva and Cresta. “Why did those guards say you were in the Abyss if you weren’t?”

“Because I was,” Kiva said, and she thought she saw Jaren give another twitch, just the faintest of movements. “Until Navok had me released.”

This time she was certain Jaren gave a visible jerk.

“That part I didn’t know,” Cresta said. “I just lied to Tor so he’d get me out.” She flashed an unrepentant grin—the expression transforming her face enough that Kiva heard Caldon suck in a swift breath—and said, “He wasn’t very happy with me. Naughty Cresta.”

Caldon coughed to hide his amusement, and Kiva shot him a warning look.

“Tipp was even less happy,” Torell said, his tone revealing that he wasn’t quite over Cresta’s lie, even if they appeared to have reached a truce. “We had to come up with a new plan, but it was around then that we heard whispers that the Vallentis princes were with their army at Stoneforge, safe from Zuleeka’s reach. So we headed here, hoping you’d be able—and willing—to help.”

“He dragged me along, saying I owed him that much, but I would have come anyway out of curiosity,” Cresta said. “This has been the most entertainment I’ve had in years.” She wiggled her feet. “Well worth the blisters.”

Kiva eyed Cresta’s boots, taking in her travel-worn clothes properly for the first time. Somewhere along her journey she’d traded her prison tunic for a functional shirt and leggings, but both she and Torell were covered in dust and in need of a good wash.

Cresta yawned loudly, stretching her arms over her head. “As fun as this is, I’m tired. And hungry. Are we done yet?”

Caldon shifted forward, his cobalt gaze narrowed on her hands. Her unbound hands. “How did you—”

“Oh, was I supposed to wait to be freed?” she asked, picking up the untied ropes resting uselessly on her lap. “I’m afraid I missed the how-to-be-a-good-prisoner lecture on my first day at Zalindov.”

Despite the emotional trauma of the night, it took all of Kiva’s willpower to keep from laughing at the guileless expression the redhead was attempting to pull off.

“Eidran—” Ashlyn started.

“Never mind, I’ll do it myself,” Cresta muttered, retying her own ropes.

This time Kiva couldn’t hold back her snort, and was mortified when the frowns that had been focused on Cresta turned her way.

“Sorry,” she said. “It’s just—I mean—” She waved a hand weakly toward Cresta, as if that was answer enough.

Caldon returned the warning look she’d sent him mere moments ago, then came to her rescue by indicating between her and Ashlyn and saying, “You mentioned Navok. Is that how you two ended up together?”

Kiva nodded slowly, unsure how much she wanted to share about her own misadventures.

Ashlyn, however, had no such hesitation, and launched into an explanation of how she’d traveled to Mirraven to spy on the king, only to delay her return when she heard he was having Kiva collected from Zalindov.

“But why would he—” Caldon stopped mid-question and turned to Kiva. “The night of the masquerade, you’d just found out about a deal your family made with him, but you didn’t know what that deal was. Does this have something to do with that?”

Kiva rubbed her arms, stalling, but the look on Ashlyn’s face told her that if she didn’t explain, then the princess would.

“My mother”—Kiva struggled over the word when Jaren’s expression tightened—“wanted to get to me in Zalindov. But she also wanted to, uh . . .”

“Take over Evalon,” Cresta said, yawning again. “Blah, blah, evil queen, we all know this part.”

Kiva frowned, but Cresta only winked in return, her serpent tattoo shifting with the movement.

Deciding just to get it over quickly, Kiva said, so fast that the words blurred together, “Mother allied the rebels with Mirraven.”

The room stilled.

“She what?” Torell demanded.

Kiva swallowed and explained, “She said they’d help Navok’s forces invade if he got her into Zalindov—and if a Corentine ended up on the throne. She, uh, didn’t know about the Royal Ternary”—Kiva avoided looking at Jaren—“so she thought it was the best chance she had. Or at least, the quickest.”

“Why would Navok agree to that?” Eidran asked, his head tilted in thought. He’d kept so quiet for most of their conversation that Kiva had nearly forgotten he was there. “He’s wanted Evalon for too long to just conquer us and then hand over the crown.”

Kiva dreaded sharing the answer, but once again, Ashlyn didn’t hesitate.

“Navok retrieved Kiva from Zalindov to marry her,” the princess said. “That was the deal Tilda made. Her daughter, for our kingdom.”

Kiva stared at the ground, uncomfortably aware of everyone looking at her.

“She didn’t,” whispered Torell’s agonized voice. “Kiva—tell me she didn’t.”

She said nothing. Did nothing. Just stood there, wishing for the earth to open and swallow her whole.

“And I thought my family had problems,” Cresta murmured.

That made Kiva finally look up, ignoring everyone but the redhead as she said through clenched teeth, “You’re not helping.”

“It doesn’t matter now.” Ashlyn’s voice was deliberately light, as if to ease the sudden waves of emotion in the room—emotion that wasn’t coming from just Kiva and Torell.

Kiva didn’t want to look, was afraid to look, but her gaze moved to Jaren without her permission.

His face—

His eyes—

He turned away and ran his hand through his tousled gold-brown hair. When he turned back again, his expression was blank once more.

But Kiva had seen it.

She hadn’t imagined it.

He’d been horrified—for her.

And he wasn’t the only one. Because unlike Jaren, Caldon didn’t have a reason to deny what he felt, and the way he was looking at her . . .

“I’m all right,” she said quietly, to him—but also to Jaren. “Ashlyn got me out in time.”

“Not quite in time,” Ashlyn said. “He did manage to torture you first.”

Kiva’s body locked, and she snapped, “Ashlyn,” forgetting that she probably shouldn’t speak to a princess—and a general—in such a tone.

But Ashlyn held her indignant gaze and said, “They need to know.”

“Why?” Kiva demanded, throwing out her arms and wincing when the move pulled at her shoulder.

“They need all the facts so they can help us figure out why Navok agreed to the deal,” Ashlyn said calmly. “And don’t tell me you believe he said yes just so he could ally with the rebels. We both know it’s more than that—something to do with your magic. Why else would he have been so desperate to see you use it? And so furious when you wouldn’t?”

“Please,” Kiva said, rubbing her forehead, “can we just—”

“And you’re not the only thing we need to worry about when it comes to Mirraven,” Ashlyn went on, ignoring Kiva’s pleas. She turned to her brother and Jaren, and grimly revealed, “Navok has been collecting anomalies. Not one or two, but dozens. More than we ever thought existed. More than should exist. I don’t know how he’s finding them, but their numbers are growing, and they’re seemingly loyal to him.”

“Dozens?” Jaren repeated, eyes wide. “How is that possible?”

Anomalies were supposed to be incredibly rare. Kiva was still amazed that she’d encountered two in her lifetime—Xuru and Galdric. That Navok had found dozens . . . Anxiety welled within her as she wondered what he was planning.

“I wish I knew,” Ashlyn said, visibly unsettled. “Voshell found out and was furious. He feared Navok might use them as leverage against the whole of Wenderall, including Caramor, so he confronted him and demanded a guarantee of safety for his kingdom. But Navok didn’t like that Vosh wasn’t acting like a weak-minded pawn, and when Vosh threatened to break their alliance, Navok laughed and said, ‘Go ahead’ right before he—” Ashlyn exhaled unsteadily, before finishing, “Navok attacked him. If Serafine hadn’t interrupted them, Vosh would be dead right now, rather than on his way back to Terith and preparing to close Caramor’s borders. Mirraven’s closest ally—Navok willfully destroyed that. And he did it laughing. That means there’s more going on here than any of us realize.” Her focus returned to Kiva. “And something tells me it all has to do with you.”

Everyone in the room was as still as a statue listening to Ashlyn, even Cresta, who had paled significantly toward the end of the princess’s speech, as if finally realizing the gravity of what they faced.

But Kiva couldn’t think about Cresta, her mind too busy processing Ashlyn’s words. She wondered how badly Voshell had been hurt, whether the closing of Caramor’s borders would affect the rest of Wenderall, and what would happen to Serafine now that the alliance—and therefore her betrothal—had been broken. Her thoughts spun until she realized the others were all watching her, waiting for an answer.

“I already told you everything Navok said to me,” Kiva croaked to Ashlyn. “He thinks my magic”—she shot a quick look at Jaren
















































Chapter eighteen

The next few days passed in a haze of blistering sun and windswept sand as their group set out across the desert. They stayed close to the coastline to take advantage of the ocean breeze, only moving inland when the cliffside path became too hazardous for the horses.

Every morning, Kiva continued to work with Caldon, first on her physical strength and then on her magic. He was methodical in making her relive every single moment of the arena battle, showing her a range of self-defense moves she could have used in a multiple-opponent scenario, ignoring her claims that she’d never be in that situation again. Or she hoped not. She might have come to terms with what had happened, thanks to Naari’s intervention, but the golden warrior remained in her thoughts. Kiva doubted she would ever fully disappear—that was the consequence of taking a life, a burden to live with forever.

On the magical side of things, Kiva was becoming increasingly jealous of Ashlyn, who was seeing vast improvements in her windfunneling. She was now able to transport herself to any point she could see in the distance, even if she’d yet to manage anywhere outside of view. But Galdric was impressed by how quickly she was learning. Conversely, Kiva’s attempts to throw her own power outward continued to fizzle into nothing.

Despite how effortless it had been for her to heal Naari after the Arzavaar—and to extend that healing to Ashlyn and Cresta without having to touch them—Kiva had seen little success since then. Her magic was temperamental at best, and causing her no small amount of frustration.

On the third day after they’d left Yirin, the pressure finally got to her enough that, mid-training, she threw her hands in the air and cried, “It’s useless! I’m never going to be able to do what Zuleeka does!”

“That’s actually the opposite of what we want,” Caldon said dryly. “Death magic, bad. Remember?”

Kiva scowled and kicked at the sand. “Don’t try to be funny when I’m upset.”

Straight-faced, he said, “There’s nothing funny about death magic. That’s some dark humor you’re into, Sunshine.” He then cracked a smile and nudged her in the ribs, saying, “Lighten up, Sweet Cheeks. No one expects you to learn everything in a day.”

Maybe not, but they clearly wished she’d learn faster than her current speed. She might as well not have magic, for all the progress she was making.

Sighing, Kiva stared across the seemingly endless sand dunes, the early morning sun hinting that the day would be another scorcher. They’d found a small oasis to camp beside overnight, the watering hole narrow but bordered by enough shrubbery that they’d each been able to wash the sweat and dirt off their bodies with a modicum of privacy. Kiva had felt nearly human for the first time in four days when she’d awoken that morning, but now her growing irritation was sabotaging her mood.

In a miserable voice, she said, “I just don’t know how to do it. It’s so instinctive to release my magic when I’m touching someone who’s hurt. But the rest of the time?” She shook her head and looked down at the sand. “Galdric says my mother thought I was strong, but I don’t feel strong. All I feel is scared.”

Gently, Caldon repeated, “Scared?”

“That I’m going to fail you all,” Kiva admitted softly. “I know you’re all relying on me being able to stop Zuleeka, but what if I can’t? What if all the training in the world won’t prepare me for her? I’m already struggling so much just to summon my magic, so what if—”

“Close your eyes.”

Kiva jolted at Jaren’s quiet order and spun to see him walking toward her, his hair damp and his skin flushed from his workout. Naari had been sparring with him, but she’d now joined Eidran and Cresta in a three-way match, while Ashlyn, having finished with Galdric for the day, was wrestling with Torell.

For the briefest of moments, Kiva watched her brother, seeing the wide grin on his face as Ashlyn tackled him, the two of them tumbling to the ground in a mess of limbs, laughing freely. Kiva hadn’t had a chance to ask him yet, but there was definitely a spark between them—even Caldon had noticed, grumbling about how his sister always stole the good ones. But Kiva had a feeling Caldon had already turned his affections elsewhere, to a certain redheaded ex-quarrier, even if they spent as much time ignoring each other as they did flirting. The tension between them was growing uncomfortable for the rest of the group—but Kiva could hardly talk, given the tension she herself felt toward a certain crown prince.

The same crown prince who was now standing before her, waiting for her to obey his command.

“Pardon?” Kiva asked, her chest suddenly tight.

She expected to see impatience, even anger, but his gaze was steady as he repeated, “Close your eyes, Kiva.”

The way he said her name made her feel as if gentle fingers were trailing down her spine, causing her to shiver. “Close my . . . eyes?” she asked, somewhat breathily and definitely dazed. He was so close—closer than he’d willfully been to her in the time since they’d been reunited.

“You said you’re struggling to summon your power,” he stated, apparently having heard her outburst to Caldon. That was mortifying, and she fought the blush wanting to stain her cheeks. “You also said we’re relying on you—and you’re right, we are.”

Kiva winced at hearing confirmation from the one person who needed her to succeed perhaps more than anyone else.

“I might not have magic anymore,” he said, and she quickly looked away, afraid of what she would see in his expression, even if there continued to be no trace of anger in his voice, “but I still know how it works. So please, close your eyes and trust me.”

Kiva hardly dared to breathe with him so near, especially since he seemed to have momentarily set aside his hatred of her. She had no trouble trusting him—she’d never had trouble trusting him, even when she should have. For her, it was as easy as breathing, so she had no problem following his quiet command.

“When you use your magic, what do you feel?” Jaren asked, his voice soft, and close enough that she shivered again. “Hot? Cold? Happy? Sad? What do you experience?”

Kiva’s stomach flipped in response to his proximity, but she kept her eyes tightly closed as she answered, “It’s like my blood heats up, and I get a tingling feeling in my fingers before it just sort of . . . erupts out of me.”

“Is it uncomfortable?”

“No, never. It feels . . . not happy, but pure. Clean. It feels like—” She took a moment to consider her words. “It feels like life.”

“And what about when you healed Naari and the others in Yirin?” he pressed. “You said afterward that it had come easier to you than ever before, that it just happened. Go back to that moment—what was different about it?”

Kiva cast her mind back. There was nothing she could recall that might have made it less challenging to summon her magic, aside from—

“Tipp had just forgiven me,” Kiva answered quietly, almost embarrassingly. “The way he was looking at me, believing without a doubt that I’d be able to heal Naari . . . I—I—” She paused to gather herself. “I was feeling a lot, knowing that he accepted what I could do, and therefore who I was. His confidence in me, his love . . .” She had to clear the emotion from her voice before she could finish, “My magic came effortlessly. I barely even had to think about it.”

There was a weighty silence that lasted long enough for Kiva to wonder if Jaren had walked away. She was just about to crack open her eyelids and check when he spoke, his voice still quiet, still close.

“Elemental magic is prompted by conscious thought,” he shared. “In the same way your brain sends a message to your hands or feet if you want to move your fingers or wiggle your toes, a similar kind of mindful conditioning is what creates a magical response. Summon a flame. Grow a tree. Make it rain. Create a breeze. All it takes is a mental command, regardless of whether it’s deliberate or reactive.” He paused. “But your magic sounds as if it acts more on an emotional level. Ignoring what happened in Yirin, all the times you’ve healed people in the past, what was your dominant feeling?”

Kiva thought about healing Tipp in Zalindov, her brother at Vallenia’s docks, Jaren at the River Palace. In all three instances, they were mere moments from death. The answer came to her easily: “Desperation.”

A quiet puff of air left Jaren, and she wondered if he too was remembering the night he’d been stabbed. He’d been unconscious when she’d healed him, so he had no idea how terrified she’d been that she wouldn’t be able to save him. But Caldon had witnessed every traumatic second of it, and likely shared the entire encounter afterward.

“That makes sense,” Jaren said, after clearing his throat. “It’s also likely why you’re having so much trouble calling your power when no one’s in trouble—because you’ve become used to channeling your magic only in dire circumstances.”

“So what does that mean?” asked Caldon, and Kiva jumped, having forgotten she’d been training with him before Jaren had arrived.

“It means she needs to retrain her mind,” Jaren said. “If her power is linked to her emotions, then she needs to feed it the right feelings, ones that aren’t driven by fear, but by hope, and joy, and—” He stopped himself.

But Caldon finished for him, having heard what Kiva had said about Tipp. “Love. She needs to focus on love.”

Kiva was glad her eyes were still closed, if only to avoid seeing whatever look passed between the two princes.

“Right,” Jaren said, his voice rougher than before. But then it returned to normal as he addressed Kiva again. “I want you to think of a memory—a good one. Something that made you feel all the things we just talked about. Maybe think about when Tipp forgave you. Or perhaps a moment from your childhood, something that’s strong and clear in your mind and makes you feel lighter just thinking about it.”

“A memory filled with love,” Caldon added, apparently agreeing with his cousin’s new training technique.

Kiva’s mind sped over a thousand possibilities, with Tipp’s face coming to her, then Torell’s, her father’s, even Caldon’s. Each of them was attached to more than one memory that made her feel light, but she had trouble holding them in her thoughts, the images vanishing quickly. Only one memory was able to stay in the forefront of her mind, making her knees weak and her stomach flip all over again.

The night of the masquerade—before everything had gone wrong.

The night when she and Jaren had first kissed.

I know you’re scared, he’d whispered, right before his lips had touched hers. But I promise you don’t have to be. You’re safe with me, Kiva. You’ll always be safe with me.

Kiva hadn’t let herself think about that part of the night in all the time since then, fearing what it might do to her poor, grieving heart. But there was no denying that it fit everything she was being asked to feel. A good memory—filled with love.

“Do you have one?” Jaren asked softly.

“Yes,” Kiva whispered, hoping her cheeks weren’t as red as they felt.

If he had any idea that he was starring in her thoughts, he didn’t let on, and instead said, “Good. Now hold your hands out, like you’re cupping water in your palms.”

Kiva did so, her arms trembling from the emotion now coursing through her.

“Keep replaying that memory,” Jaren said, his voice now coming from behind her. He was close enough that she could feel his heat along her back, his breath against her ear. “Everything you felt at the time, keep it central in your thoughts. And then use it to dive deep within yourself, as if tapping a well full of your magic, carrying it back up to the surface. It’s light, not heavy. Full of hope, full of joy, full of—of love.”

He stumbled over the word, but Kiva barely heard him, all too aware of the tingles overtaking her body, of the warmth that had nothing to do with him standing behind her.

Open your eyes, sweetheart.

The words didn’t come from Jaren now; they were part of her memory from that night—when Jaren had uttered them so impossibly softly, and she’d obeyed, only to see everything he’d felt for her revealed in his expression.

“Open your eyes, Kiva,” the real Jaren whispered, causing her pulse to skip a beat.

But this time when she did so, he wasn’t waiting before her, looking at her with his heart on his sleeve. Instead, she glanced down to find her hands glowing, a steady, bright light sitting between her palms, waiting for direction.

It was as if something clicked within her then, an instinct she’d been unaware of, or perhaps suppressing. She separated her hands until they were stretched out at her sides, the glow remaining with them both, until she fisted one set of fingers to snuff it out. She then tossed the remaining ball of light into the air, catching it with her free hand, before making a waving gesture that caused an arc of golden light to spread outward from where she stood, like a gilded rainbow stretching three feet, five feet, ten feet long before she called it back into herself. Only then did she release her hold on her power, the tingles and the warmth fading as the glow finally disappeared.

For a moment, Kiva stood there, stunned.

But then she heard a whoop sound right before Caldon lifted her off the ground, spinning her in a circle.

“I knew you could do it!” he said, dropping her back onto the sand and beaming widely. “Now we just have to work on building your endurance and refining your technique. How do you feel? Tired? Drained?”

Kiva felt neither, or at least not to the level she normally did after using her magic. It was as if, in not having to fight for it, to beg for it, she hadn’t wasted as much energy as she normally would. Her magic wanted to be summoned. It wanted to feel the joy that she’d just fed it, the love that she’d used to coax it out.

For the first time since she’d learned about having to counter her sister’s power, Kiva felt a stirring of hope, enough that she couldn’t keep the grin from her lips when she answered, “I feel good. Really, really good.”

Slowly, she turned to see what Jaren had to say, longing to see the approval on his face, perhaps even a smile—something that she missed more than anything.

But when she looked around, all she saw was his strong back as he strode away.

“Never mind him,” Caldon said, seeing her face fall and clapping her heartily on the shoulder. “We’re not done training. Summon your magic again, and this time I want you to try for fifteen feet. A straight line, too, like you’re aiming for a target.”

When she didn’t immediately jump to action, he tapped his boot on the ground and said, “What are you waiting for? Now, Sunshine.”

And so, Kiva turned away from the sight of Jaren unsheathing his sword and returning to his sparring, acting, once again, as if she didn’t exist.
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I’ve been blessed with some incredible publishers all around the globe, but I’d like to offer special thanks to my editors Emilia Rhodes at Clarion Teen and Zoe Walton at PRH Australia, along with the entire US and ANZ teams, for championing this series from the very beginning. Also, to my publicists, John Sellers and Tina Gumnior, thank you for all that you do! And of course, a huge thank-you to my UK editor, Molly Powell, and publicist, Kate Keehan—and the entire team at Hodder—for being the best people ever. Thanks also to Kristin Nelson for jumping in to take care of these books, and to the fabulous Jenny Meyer and Heidi Gall for continuing to wow me with all your foreign rights magic! To the publishing teams in the Netherlands (De Boekerij), Brazil (Intrínseca), Italy (Sperling & Kupfer), Croatia (Znanje), Hungary (Maxim), Germany (Loewe Verlag), Russia (Eksmo), Czech Republic (Albatros/Fragment), and France (Hachette Romans)—I can’t wait to see all your gorgeous translations!

I’m so fortunate to have wonderful author friends who will always deserve to have me screaming at the top of my lungs about how much I love them. To Jessica Townsend, thank you for our weekly beach walks (which are rarely actually weekly) and all the candid and entertaining conversations. You’re the voice I need in my ear reminding me that it’s okay to be human (despite you failing to listen to your own wisdom), and I’m so grateful for you. And to Sarah J. Maas, thank you for letting me ugly-cry to you over Skype when my world felt like it was falling apart. I’m still mortified, but also so grateful and honored to call you my friend. I’d also like to thank YA superstars Alexandra Bracken, Adalyn Grace, Stephanie Garber, and Brigid Kemmerer, all of whom I barely know and yet you have been so lovely and quick to offer advice and kindness, especially during the new(ish) online pandemic world. I so hope to meet you all in person one day, but until then, thank you for being so nice to this random Aussie author!

Before the music starts playing and I get kicked out of writing my own acknowledgments, I want to say a huge thank-you to Bridey Morris for being one of the earliest readers of this book and helping me uncurl from my hyperventilating ball with your assurances that it doesn’t suck; to Alison Elzayed for your insightful eyes on the campfire scene (among others) and for forgiving my goldfish memory when I failed to acknowledge you in TPH and TGC (*hides face*); and to Ava Tusek for the screaming-caps DMs that never fail to make me laugh, and your heartwarming response to this book in particular. You’re all amazing.
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Well, I think Jaren said it best:

Now, we dream.
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