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I ran from the pit, through the dungeon, and out of the White Palace, panic surging through my veins like liquid ice.

I had thrown the contents of that vial in Bishop Rasvan’s face, then pushed him into the pit. I had no idea what that green liquid was. Loretta concocted it and left it under my pillow. And now... Rasvan was dead. Or was he?

After he had hit the bottom with a thud, no sounds came from the pit. I waited for hours, had gotten down on my knees, tilting my ear to the dark hole, listening, unmoving. I sat frozen for long minutes and had heard absolutely nothing.

Finally, panic had seized me, and I bolted.

The beating of my heart was loud in my ears as I sneaked into my dormitory and closed the door to my room as quietly as possible. I got in bed, the covers pulled up to my chin as I trembled like a little girl afraid of the monsters hidden in the wardrobe.

He’s dead. He is dead.

The chant rang in my head in an incessant loop. I wanted to believe it, wanted to be sure Rasvan wouldn’t, at any moment, burst through the door, ready to tear me to pieces for daring to attack him.

It wasn’t until many hours later, after dawn broke through the window and my eyes were bleary and dry from lack of blinking, that I started to wonder what would happen if the Bishop was truly dead. What would be my fate?

When the clock on the wall struck five, I teetered out of bed, entered the washroom, and jumped into the hot spring pool, clothes and all. I dipped my head under the surface and held my breath. I stayed that way for five minutes, maybe longer, until my lungs started burning, requesting a bit of air.

I walked out of the pool without scrubbing my body, hair and clothes dripping, pooling under my feet as I discarded my clothes and combed my hair.

Naked, I walked to the wardrobe and pulled out a clean uniform. Its Knight insignia shone with its silken thread. When I was dressed, hair pulled back into a tight bun at the top of my head, I exited the dormitory.

Outside, Knight Kelsus stood, the morning sun gently kissing his dark skin. He sometimes waited for me, so we could walk together to the training room where our Rooks would be waiting for us.

His red-tinted eyes assessed me. I averted my gaze, feeling as if one simple look into my eyes would tell him what I had done last night.

“Good morning, Bianca,” he said.

I returned his greeting and began walking towards the White Palace, even though I wanted to run in the opposite direction.

“You were in late last night,” Kelsus commented, catching up with me. “I heard you coming in. I couldn’t sleep. I was reading a book by the fire. I enjoy doing that.” He smiled placidly.

“Yes, I was,” I admitted. It wasn’t unusual for me to be late. 

“I was in the library, doing some research,” I lied. “Queen Lovina is pressuring me for another Trove, as you might know. I keep hoping I’ll find more leads in the ledgers.”

“I do know,” Kelsus said with a slight nod of his head. “Lovina gets desperate in times like this. She always wants more than what Maximus has. She can’t stand the idea that he has two Troves when he cares nothing for being able to walk in the sunlight.”

The image of Nyro talking to the Black King in a room illuminated by candles flashed before my eyes. It had been daylight outside, but the curtains had been drawn as they talked about the way Nyro was using me to get to the Queen’s scepter.

The memory of what I’d heard at the Black Palace yesterday raked across my mind. It was strange how the panic and fear around Bishop Rasvan’s unknown fate was easier to handle than to think of how Nyro had betrayed me.

“Perhaps our Rooks will find a Trove and ease your worries,” Kelsus offered.

“Perhaps,” I said, feeling no relief at the thought. I didn’t want another innocent human to become Lovina’s blood slave for the rest of their life.

Finding a Trove wasn’t my only worry, by far. I had so many troubles that even if a Trove was found, my anxiety wouldn’t be eased. 

We entered the palace through the east gate and walked down the dimly lit corridor toward the training room. My eyes darted right and left, searching for the flutter of a white cloak around the corner.

Was Rasvan still in that pit? Was he really dead? Was he alive? Had he managed to climb out and crawl to his chambers to plan my demise?

Not knowing was killing me.

Rook Daciana and Rook Vinna were waiting for us in the training room when we arrived. They were jogging in place, readying themselves for an arduous couple of hours pushing their physical abilities to the limit.

Kelsus and I joined them, discarding our jackets, then jogging in place to begin our sword fighting, barrel lifting, rope climbing, and a number of other exercises that were part of our morning routine. As I went through the motions, my eyes kept darting toward the door, expecting Bishop Rasvan to walk in at any minute, ready to punish me by dragging me to the pit. Or worse.

He never came.

After exercise, it was time for another bath. This time I did more than submerge my head under the water and actually used soap to cut through the sweat the morning’s activity had left on my body. I pulled another uniform from the wardrobe. There were twenty or more of them, all tailored perfectly to fit me like a glove.

Stomach rumbling with hunger, I headed for the dining room. I ate despite the nauseous feeling in my gut, despite the constant flickering of my eyes toward the entrance.

Still, Rasvan didn’t come. No one came.

The Bishop must still be in the pit. It was the only explanation.

For a second, I dare believed he was truly dead. Loretta’s potion, or whatever it was, had been powerful enough to kill him. Could this potion kill the Queen, too? The King? I had to find out.

As I finished my third serving of scrambled eggs, I noticed Vinna watching me closely. I was surprised to find her eyes on me. Normally, she ignored me, blamed me for forcing the circumstances that made her a Rook. The way she was watching me now, seemed different though, not as charged with hatred as before.

Maybe she was beginning to understand how this game got a hold of you and made you do things you didn’t want to do. Maybe the vampire blood in her veins had started to show her how difficult it was to resist.

She opened her mouth to say something when the front door burst open and a hooded Bishop marched in, the white robe billowing behind him.

My heart took a tumble. I had been wrong. Rasvan wasn’t dead. He was very much alive, and he had come for me. I was as good as dead.
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Across the corridor, on the table belonging to my old Quadrant, Knight Kelsus got to his feet and inclined his head respectfully.

“What can we do for you, Bishop Viorel?” he asked.

I blinked at the robed figure, scrutinizing him, noticing his height, the way he stood, the width of his shoulders. Kelsus was right. This wasn’t Rasvan. It was Viorel.

“Everyone is required in the Queen’s throne room,” he said, his voice booming through the dining hall.

The Pawns and Challengers exchanged worried glances. I gripped the edge of the table, digging my fingernails into the wood, making it groan. Vinna gave my fingers a sideways glance, then removed her napkin from her lap, and set it on top of her plate.

I followed her example, forcing my mind to focus on the moment.

Standing up slowly, I composed my face, trying to shape the fear into surprise. Pawns and Challengers were not allowed inside the White Palace. This request was strange.

Chairs scraped against the stone floor as everyone abandoned their breakfast and got to their feet. Kelsus glanced in my direction, his eyes flashing, making me think he knew something, suspected something.

“Hurry yourselves,” Bishop Viorel ordered, his voice angry but also shaken. He whirled and headed out, both Quadrants rushing close behind him.

Three Challengers, Eight Pawns, two Rooks, and two Knights followed behind the white-clad Bishop as he marched up the hill towards the White Palace. Viorel never glanced back, assured that we were obediently following his order.

Knight Kelsus and I brought up the rear. Every few seconds, Kelsus glanced at me as if he believed this odd occurrence was my fault and no one else’s. Since I had arrived here, he had always treated me with respect and kindness. Would he begin to reconsider if I brought turmoil and harm to his Quadrant, to the Board?

My hands clenched and unclenched at my sides. I had no idea what awaited inside, and all my mind was able to conjure was the many ways Lovina would punish me for daring to attack one of her beloved Bishops. They had been with her for a very long time. They protected her and ensured her that no female would ever become a Bishop and earn the right to challenge her. They had been a barrier between her and Knight Ferko. Rasvan had already warned me ardently that I shouldn’t even consider becoming a Bishop, that the Knight rank would be my highest.

We entered the palace through the front gates. The Pawns and Challengers slowed their pace and stared at the grandeur with wide eyes and half-opened mouths.

The grand hall was all white marble and feminine, decorative touches. Most, if not all of the Pawns and Challengers, had never seen such luxury. Nobles sometimes joined the Board, those who thought they could one day become Knights, Bishops, or even Queens or Kings, but the majority of those who came were poor
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