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Rook Sanda was dead, killed by Rook Datcu.

I’d hoped to cause a rift in the Black Court ranks, and I’d succeeded. The problem was I’d also brought something dreadful upon myself.

With Sanda dead I had to fight to become a Rook.

If I lost, I was dead. And if I won, I would have to drink vampire blood.

Against all my expectations and wishes, I had to fight the Second Quadrant’s First Pawn.

The Board must be complete.

This rule was respected while others were ignored, especially those meant to protect Acedrex’s citizens.

I stood in the Challenge Hall in front of Horasiu Skullflare, my opponent. He was about five inches taller than my six-foot height but appeared much taller. He was a massive beast of a man, thick as a barrel. The sides of his head were shaved and a deep scar cut across the top of his skull to his right ear. Multiple others marked his forearms, and the ring finger was missing from his left hand. He was battle-hardened, more than anyone I’d faced so far.

Skullflare slowly made fists as we waited to pull a chess piece from the Challenge Vessel. His fingers cracked audibly in the large hall. The spectators—Knights, Pawns and the only surviving Rook, Datcu, sat quietly in the gallery, observing the proceedings.

King Maximus was here, too, sitting on his fancy chair at the dais. No one seemed surprised by his presence anymore. They expected him to be here any time I fought.  He was smiling from ear to ear, as if he couldn’t wait to feed me his blood.

The mere thought made my throat constrict as if I were about to vomit. I’d already had a taste of vampire blood that ill-fated night when I tried to rescue Timotei. Maximus had force-fed me from his torn wrist with the intention of showing me what it was to be a creature of the night.

He had used my own brother to tempt me. His Trove blood had smelled sweet and had stirred a terrible hunger in me. Still, I had been able to resist, had proved the Black King wrong. I was better than him.

That was the night when Maximus decided to make me his “favorite,” and today he would get another opportunity to try to break me. He looked so satisfied with himself. He’d been waiting for a chance to feed me a sizable dose of his blood, one that would permanently change me. That night, he’d only given me enough to heal my broken hand and put that horrible blood-hunger in me. He had thought it would be enough to undo me, to prove I was weak, but I’d made a fool of him, and I guess he hadn’t liked it.

Bishop Dragoslav and Bishop Balan stood behind the King. Maximus had brought them. It was the third or fourth time they’d been present at a challenge. Their presence sent shivers down my back, even though they wore heavy cloaks and hoods that kept their features hidden.

Rumor had it they wore the cloaks because their faces were hideous, because the vampire blood made them look like monsters, but that made no sense. Maximus didn’t need a cloak, and he had pure vampire blood running through his veins. Why would the lesser amount in the Bishops’ systems cause such a side effect?

The King had also brought Talyssa. She sat at his feet on the floor, wearing an elaborate peach-colored gown that was more appropriate for a ball than a violent confrontation. He hadn’t brought my brother, however, for which I was endlessly grateful.

I didn’t want Timotei here. Not today. He didn’t need to see what would happen, how his big brother had failed and had decided to die rather than become the monster capable of drinking his blood.
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Knight Traian, my Quadrant leader, stuck his hand in the Challenge Vessel. He stood tall and slender, a tight expression on his aquiline features. It was obvious he didn’t like this turn of events. No one did. All the members of the Board hated me for the way I’d quickly advanced through their ranks.

Well, their worries would die today.

“A Rook,” Knight Traian said as he pulled the chess piece out of its small box and held it up between his thumb and forefinger to show everyone.

I swallowed thickly. I would have preferred a Pawn. Death by a sword would have been much cleaner and less painful. Hand-to-hand combat would be messy, but maybe I deserved it, for being a coward, for bailing out on Timotei and leaving him to a life of slavery and suffering.

Pleased with the outcome, Skullflare chuckled, baring yellowed teeth. Not bothering to unbutton his shirt, he tore it off his body and threw it to the side. Metal buttons plinked on the ground and rolled away. His torso was broad like a bulls. It rippled with huge muscles. An elaborate tattoo of a dragon snaked from one pectoral muscle and continued over the opposite shoulder, the mythical animal’s tail disappearing behind his back.

Making a tight fist, he pounded his chest right where the dragon’s maw spewed fire over Skullflare’s ribs.

I removed my own shirt, taking my time. My blood seemed frozen even as my heart pounded against my ribs. I never thought death would scare me so, but I was terrified. Not of the pain that Skullflare would certainly put me through, but of the things I would not get to experience: seeing my brother become a man, making Bianca mine in every possible way, growing old.

My heart ached fiercely. I had such passion to live and, yet, death was my only alternative.

“Tonight, First Pawn Nyro Stonehelm faces First Pawn Horasiu Skullflare. Whoever wins the fight will become Rook for the First Quadrant.”

Skullflare and I stepped to the middle of the checkered floor. We circled each other, measuring our worth. A glint in my opponent’s eye let me know what he thought of mine. Could he see the decision to die in my gaze? Could anyone?

I hardened my features and crouched low, determined to take my suffering as retribution for my cowardice. I charged.

As I lunged in his direction, Skullflare put a stiff arm out and stopped me in my tracks. His long, thick fingers wrapped around my throat and squeezed. A choking sound escaped me as my windpipe collapsed. Fingernails digging into my neck, he pushed me backwards.

Survival instincts taking over, I rose on the tips of my toes and dug my fingernails into his arm, trying to get him to release his death grip. He didn’t budge. Without thinking, I kicked as hard as I could, aiming in between Skullflare’s legs. My boot connected with his genitals. He immediately released me, growling in pain.

We both dropped to the floor. Me, holding my neck, and Skullflare holding his balls. I gasped and gasped for air, the pain in my throat unbearable. My lungs ached. I rolled on my back and stared at the ceiling, willing myself not to breathe. I could die now. This was enough pain, wasn’t it?

But it wasn’t, and I knew it well.

This moment of pain was nothing compared to what Timotei would have to endure at the hands of the Black King.

A few paces away from me, Skullflare stumbled to his feet, holding himself and growling like an injured animal. His red-tinted eyes seemed to burn with fire and hatred. He limped over to where I lay and kicked me in the ribs.

Something cracked and delicious pain exploded in my side, radiating like a heatwave to the rest of my body. Another kick landed on my hip. I skidded a foot or two across the floor. Skullflare’s Quadrant, as well as mine, cheered for him, taking satisfaction in my pain.

He reached down and picked me up by the neck. Pain rolled in waves across my body. My brain was a haze. Skullflare set me on my feet. I didn’t fight him. Maybe I could have, if I’d tried, but I didn’t.

I started to fall backward as he let me go, but before I did, his boulder-sized fist connected with my jaw.

My head snapped to the side. Blood filled my mouth. I fell backward. The dais flashed before my eyes as I fell. There was Talyssa with a hand over her mouth, the Bishops standing stiff and faceless behind their King, and Maximus staring angrily through bright red eyes.

At the sight of his face, a slight smile spread across my lips. In a way, I was winning, beating him at his game. It should have given me more satisfaction than it did, but the shadow of Timotei’s suffering didn’t allow me to enjoy the moment fully.

My heavy thud to the ground knocked the air out of my lungs, leaving me empty. Blood flooded my mouth, threatening to drown me. I coughed, spraying crimson droplets.

Skullflare stomped over to my side and glanced down at me with disdain.

“They will call me Rook Skullflare while you... will be forgotten forever,” he said with a sneer, then lifted his boot and prepared to smash my brains in.

Forgive me, Timotei.

I took a deep breath and prepared to die.

The King cleared his throat from the dais. Skullflare’s foot froze in midair. He glanced in Maximus’s direction with a scowl.

“I always knew you to be a compassionate man, Skullflare,” the King said.

“What?” Skullflare blurted out, his face twisting in a stupid expression of confusion.

Footsteps broke the pin-drop silence. Maximus appeared in my field of vision. He stood to my left and stared at Skullflare on my other side. I blinked at the bottoms of their chins, their dark nostrils, trying to process what was happening, but pain clouded my thoughts.

Maximus lifted an arm and placed it on Skullflare’s shoulder. “Congratulations, Rook Skullflare,” he said with a calculating smile that made me shiver where I lay. “You will drink my blood tonight, and it will be an honor. Now... someone, take this pardoned contender to the infirmary.” He made a dismissive gesture in my direction, then turned and walked away.

Pardoned?

The word echoed in my mind until its meaning registered. The King had stolen my death. He wasn’t done toying with me.

Impotence entwined with my pain. I grabbed my side and let out a wet cough. Maybe I would die after all. And with that comforting thought, I passed out.
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A terribly sweet smell permeated my dreams. The path I’d been walking on suddenly turned into an orchard. Trees heavy with fruit sprang from the ground one after the next. Their leaves rustled in the wind, and the honeyed scent of their fruit made my mouth water.

Slowly, the dream faded. I opened my eyes, and the first thing I saw was an angelic little face.

Timotei!

Had I died and gone to heaven? No. That would mean my brother would have to be dead, too, and I knew better than that. Maximus would not let his favorite Trove die.

“Hi, Nyro,” he said in a small, shy voice.

I glanced around, confused. I was on a large bed in a room I’d never seen. This was not the infirmary. I’d been there a few times to treat cuts and bruises, and this was not it. The canopy bed, the curtained windows, and the blond woman standing by my bedside clued me in—not to mention the child sitting cross-legged on the bed, watching me intently.

I was inside the Black Palace. With the King’s Troves.

Scrambling to a sitting position, I pressed my back against a cushioned backboard. As the sheets slipped off of me, I realized I was naked. Talyssa’s eyes widened and traveled down my torso, then lower.

I snatched the covers and pulled them up to my chest.

A deep chuckle sounded from the back of the room. “So modest.”

Maximus came into view and stopped at the foot of the bed. A strange sensation filled my chest, like restlessness and yielding combined. Three pairs of eyes watched me expectantly. My mind reeled as I tried to understand my situation.

I was in a bedroom in the Black Palace, and I... I wasn’t hurting anywhere.

Forgetting about the sheets, I let them go and patted my ribs, my face.

“What...?” I began, but then I knew.

My gaze lifted to the King’s. He blinked slowly, a small smile twisting his lips. “You are welcome,” he said.

“Why? Why do you break your own rules for me?” I demanded.

Maximus didn’t answer. Instead, he turned his back on me and walked toward one of the many windows that lined the room.

“Give him the mirror, Talyssa,” he instructed.

She reached slowly toward the night table, her slender, pale hand trembling slightly. I should have been worried about the purpose of the mirror, but I was suddenly distracted by Timotei and the hopeful twinkle in his eyes.

“Hey, rascal,” I said, looking him over.

“Hey,” he said with a quick head bob.

I reached out and took his hand in mine. I hadn’t seen him since my challenge to become First Pawn. He was a bit pale with circles under his eyes, but I’d seen him in worse shape. Maybe he was growing stronger despite... despite serving as Maximus’s blood slave. He had always been resilient. A fighter.

Shame washed over me. I’d stop fighting for him, and here he was still adapting, doing his best to survive. My cowardice knew no boundaries.

Talyssa extended the mirror in my direction. I glanced away from my brother and stared at the silver-plated object with a frown. The expression on her face was much different from Timotei’s. There was nothing hopeful in her blue eyes. Nothing at all.

Dread crawled up my chest like a creeping spider.

I took the mirror and stared into it. What stared back felt like a stab into my heart as if deadly, venomous pincers had latched onto it and were trying to snap it in two.

My eyes were red, not glowing like the King’s, but still red.

“What have you done?!” I demanded.

Startled, Timotei pushed away from me and got off the bed. He pressed his small hands to the tall mattress and watched me from a distance. His fear should have curbed my anger, but it only made it worse.

I flung the mirror across the room. Talyssa yelped and backed away. The mirror crashed against the wall and shattered, its silver frame clattering to the floor.

“What have you done?!” I asked again, jumping to my feet and standing naked on a thick rug.

I was facing the King, my chest heaving, but he ignored me and continued staring out the window, impassive.

“I didn’t want this,” I growled.

“Nyro, he saved you,” Timotei said, tears wavering in his eyes.

“No!” I yelled, fists clenching as my anger grew.

“He did,” Timotei said. “Your lung had a hole in it from a broken rib. You were dying.”

“I wanted to die!” I blurted out without thinking.

Timotei shook his head, tears spilling down his cheeks. But I didn’t care what he thought, what my confession did to him, all I wanted was to...

I ran toward the King and lunged. I was there in an instant, my muscles feeling as if they would burst from the power trapped in them. I reached for his neck, ready to strangle him, but before I could, Maximus whirled, grabbed me by the shoulders and smashed me against the ground as if I were nothing but a weak child.

As I tried to get back up, he leaned down and pressed a hand to my chest, pinning me down. 

“Calm down, Nyro,” he said in a soothing voice that slithered into my ears like a damn snake.

The power I’d felt in my muscles quieted down, leaving me limp on the floor. I grabbed Maximus’s wrist and tried to wrench it away, but it was like trying to pull on a plastered column.

I bared my teeth at the bastard. He hadn’t only stolen my death, he had also stolen my humanity.

“I didn’t choose this,” I said between clenched teeth.

“Ah, but you did, dear Nyro. The day you chose to join my Board, you signed your life over to me. Remember?”

I wanted to deny it, but it was true. I had signed in blood, when I could have very well walked away. But what other choice had I’d been given? He had taken Timotei. Besides, I hadn’t been a coward then. I’d still been brave enough to fight for my brother.

Growling in frustration, I scratched and shoved Maximus’s arm to no avail.

“You really need to calm down,” he said in a patient tone. “You’re upsetting the boy.” He glanced toward Timotei, who had backed away from the bed and was now peeking from behind the folds of a curtain.

Seeing him there, scared of his own brother, broke something in me. Tears sprang to my eyes.

“I didn’t want this.” I covered my face with both hands to stifled the sob that broke from my lips. “What am I? What have you made of me?”

The pressure on my chest eased, then was gone. The King stepped away. A blubbering man was no threat, so why bother to keep me down?

“You’re naught but a Rook,” Maximus answered. “Is not that bad?”

I peeled my hands away from my face and stared at him. “I can’t be,” I said, stupidly. “There already are two Rooks in your court.”

He waved a hand in the air as if that were a trifling matter. “That is nothing to worry about. Rooks die all the time.”

I sat up, head swimming.

Rooks die all the time?

“As a matter of fact,” he said, approaching Timotei and pulling him away from the curtain, “I had word earlier that White Rook Neculai died in a tragic accident today.”

The image of Bianca standing next to the dead Rook’s body flashed before my eyes. Blood and guts and brain matter smeared on the cobblestones. My stomach twisted. I licked my lips and glanced in Talyssa’s direction. She hugged herself and stared at the rug under her feet.

I grabbed my head and squeezed. I wanted to scream, pound my skull against the wall, undo what had been done to me.

“Sit here, pet,” Maximus said, gently lifting Timotei into a golden upholstered chair. He patted my brother’s head, then wiped a tear from his cheek. “Your brother will be just fine. I promise. He just needs a little time to... process.”

Timotei peered up at the creature who caged him, who made food out of him, and nodded, that same hopeful twinkle back in his eyes.

More tears spilled down my face, hot and with a mind of their own. And while my eyes wept, my heart hardened, and I felt nothing.

The King turned away from my brother and faced me. “And don’t you worry about a thing either, Nyro. Bishop Dragoslav will take care of Rook Datcu. He will meet his own tragic end in the next few days.”


	[image: image]


	 
	[image: image]







[image: image]










CHAPTER 4

[image: image]





I was locked in a cell in the musty dungeons of the Black Palace. Anytime I was not with the King, Bishop Dragoslav brought me here and locked the heavy wooden door, leaving me in darkness.

My eyes adjusted quickly, unnaturally so. I was soon able to see, not fully, but better than ever before. What would have been utter darkness a day ago resolved into shapes: a bucket in the corner, a bench against the wall, and nothing else.

The first day Dragoslav locked me here, I tried to bring down the door. I rammed my shoulder against it more times than I cared to count. I felt stronger than ever. If the door had been of a regular build, I knew I would have been able to break through, but this was no ordinary door. It was built to keep Rooks in—maybe even Knights and Bishops.

Maximus was keeping me hidden from the Board and only let me out when it pleased him, when he could taunt me with Timotei’s presence whose hopeful eyes filled me with a mixture of rage and sadness.

The monster played games with my little brother’s heart. He treated him sweetly, made him think he was helping me, then turned around and fed from him until the boy was left sickly.

What was everyone in the Board being told about me? Did they think I was in the infirmary? They certainly didn’t know Maximus had broken one of the most sacred rules of the Board. He had turned me into a Rook even though I’d lost—hence my confinement.

Steps sounded outside my cell. I stood from the bench that also served as my bed and faced the door. Metal clanked and echoed through the dungeon’s cavernous corridors as the latch was pulled back.

A robed figure stepped in. Dragoslav. A red tint colored the inside of his hood, reflecting the glow from his eyes. Other than that, there was little but blackness under the hood.

“Come,” Dragoslav said, his voice a low whisper that might have been a hiss.

I stepped outside. He walked behind me, his small hands interlaced in front of him, his head bowed. No words crossed his lips. It was the same every time.

We climbed up a winding set of stone stairs that led to a hidden corridor. From there, we walked for several minutes, making our way out of the very bowels of the palace.

At the intersection of four passages, I started to turn left toward the corridor that led to the room where I’d woken up that first night after Maximus made me a Rook.

“Not that way,” Bishop Dragoslav said in his low whispery voice. “Continue forward.”

I frowned, confused, but did as I was told. Anytime I’d left the dungeon in the past few days, the Bishop had taken me to that same room. Where were we going now?

Five minutes later, I had my answer as we walked into a grand hall with a fifty-foot ceiling and stone walls just as far apart. There were no windows to let light in, but candles burned from hanging candelabra, casting a warm glow over the many obsidian statues that occupied the space: stallions, dragons, lions, demons. All manner of creatures, real and mythical, seemed to stare at us with stony eyes as we made our way to the dais in the back of the room.

Maximus waited, standing next to his elaborate throne with a hand tapping the armrest. The piece of furniture was hideous, gnarled and intricate in its confusing design. I made out shapes carved into the wood, creatures like the obsidian statues we’d just passed. There seemed to be no rhyme or reason to their placement.

The King spared no greeting. “Go,” he ordered. “He’ll be here any minute.”

At the sound of his voice, something stirred in my chest, a feeling that assaulted me every time he was near and that I’d grown to despise because I suspected it was his blood calling out to mine—a reminder of who had made me into what I was and who had control over me.

Bishop Dragoslav nodded and, touching me for the first time since he’d been in charge of carting me across the palace, he grabbed my arm and led me up the dais, past the King and his throne, and through a hidden door behind the heavy drapes that hung down that back wall.

Once inside a narrow corridor, Dragoslav led me up a set of stairs lit by a single gas lamp. When we reached the landing, he slid a narrow wooden panel on the wall and whispered, “Watch. In silence.”

I peered out of the hole the wooden panel had revealed and blinked at the scene below: the back of the King’s throne, the long hall littered with statues leading to the entrance.

The view was dimmed by a mesh of gossamer fabric, which surely disguised the spying gallery from those below.

What had they brought me here to watch? My stomach clenched, fearing Maximus’s twisted games.

The doors through the throne room opened and two men walked in. As they neared, I was able to discern their features: Skullflare and Knight Traian.

They stopped a few feet from the dais, inclined their heads and, in unison, saluted by extending their right arms at a forty-five degree angle with the floor.

“Your Majesty,” Skullflare said. “You summoned me?”

“Rook Skullflare,” he said, “I understand Knight Traian has begun your training.”

“He has, Your Majesty.”

Knight Traian nodded in agreement.

“Good,” Maximus said. “I assume you have studied the maps and ledgers carefully then.”

Skullflare frowned and shuffled from foot to foot. “I have started, Your Majesty. It is a great amount of information to go through.”

The King huffed. “I need another Trove,” he said. “The two I have are... weak. Rook Datcu brought me Talyssa and Sanda brought me Little Timotei. It is your turn to prove your worth,” he added, his last sentence sounding very much like a promise of punishment if his request wasn’t fulfilled.

Skullflare’s face grew rigid, and his eyes widened as if they would pop out of their sockets. He stood frozen for a moment, then his mouth opened.

I waited for him to say something, but he didn’t. Instead, he clamped his mouth shut. He was smart enough to realize there would be no point in arguing with the Black King, no matter how unreasonable his request.

Bowing again, Skullflare said, “I will do my best to please my King.”

There was a pause, riddled with silence, then the King said, “Knight Traian, continue to speed up this Rook’s training. His best better be good enough. Otherwise, it’s the pit for him.”
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“It’s a dilemma,” King Maximus said as he lounged on a long chair. “On the one hand, I do want Skullflare to find another Trove, but on the other...” He glanced in my direction as he said this, weighing his hands up and down like a scale.

I was sitting across the room as far away as possible from him. We were in a drawing room decorated in blacks and reds, a new space he had started to use for this late-night meeting he seemed to enjoy. It was late, after midnight, most likely. There was no clock in the room, but Maximus preferred the late hours to lounge and talk and feed.

Timotei wasn’t here. He was asleep, resting, Talyssa had told me so before settling on a large, comfortable chair to doze off. She always appeared tired, same as my brother.

The King picked up a wine glass from a side table and took a sip. “Of course, it’s in your best interest if he doesn’t find one.”

“Is it?” I asked dryly.

“Sure.” He lifted the glass in my direction. “Unless you want to live in that dungeon for the next few decades.”

My left eye twitched. I was sick of the dungeon, its dank smell and dripping silence. Of course I wanted out, especially if the reason for my release was Horasiu Skullflare’s inability to find another blood slave for Maximus.

“Why are you doing all of this?” I asked.

The question had crossed my lips several times, but Maximus never gave me an answer. He just smiled smugly, a twinkle in his eye. He did the same now as he enjoyed another sip of wine.

I stood and walked to a window. My new sight pierced through the darkness to make out the shape of trees and the fleeting flight of bats.

“Doesn’t this life bore you?” I asked, eyes following the line of trees until it met the palace’s outer wall.

“Sometimes,” he said.

I glanced back, surprised by his honesty. He had laid his head back, blond hair spilling back, and was squinting at the ceiling, the wine glass resting on his chest.

“When that happens, I leave the city for a while,” he added.

I stared dumbfounded. I’d never considered that the King might leave Acedrex. I was so confined by the many walls that surrounded me that my imagination could see no escape for anyone else.

Where did he go? What did he see?

“Why do you need Acedrex if you can go wherever you want?” I asked, anger pulsing in my chest as I squared my shoulders in his direction.

He lifted his head and gave me a contemptuous look. “I don’t need this city. But you do, along with the rest of the residents of this fine city”

I blew air through my nose to convey my derision.

Maximus rolled his eyes. “You think you know so much, Nyro. You shouldn’t contradict your elders. Didn’t anyone ever teach you that?”

“Your precious city killed everyone who might have bothered to teach me.”

“You are insufferable, you know?”

“Then why bother to keep me alive?”

He sighed heavily and sat up, glancing at Talyssa for a moment. She had started to lightly snore. He smiled fondly at her, and the gesture left me feeling conflicted. He couldn’t possibly care for her, not in a natural way. His fondness was for her blood, the honeyed life that traveled through her veins which I could sometimes smell if she was near.

Again I thought he wouldn’t answer my question, but he surprised me.

“I’ve kept you alive because I have a task for you,” he said, getting to his feet and approaching. He stopped right in front of me and regarded me impassively for a long moment.

A task? I wanted to ask what he meant, but I was afraid pressing him would make him turn secretive again.

“What task?” I finally asked as the silence stretched for too long.

“Something I want you to steal for me.” He swept his hair back, turned to the window, and peered into the night the same way I had. “I know what a talented thief you are, and I know you are... motivated. If you get this item for me, there might be a handsome reward for you in the end.”

A surge of pure energy sang in my veins, sending my heart into a thumping frenzy. Was he offering what I thought he was offering?

“What reward would that be?” I asked. I had to know.

Maximus faced me again. Specks of ancient blue speckled his red irises, giving me a glimpse of the way his eyes had once been.

“How about...” he twirled a hand as if trying to pull the answer out of the air. “Oh, I don’t know. Anything you want. Your brother’s freedom, perhaps?”

My heart stopped. I held my breath. If I moved, I would discover I’d imagined this answer. I didn’t want to break the moment. I wanted it to go on for as long as possible, so I could hold on to what I’d lost.

Hope.

Finally, I spoke, hoping not to undo the spell. “And where can I find this item?”

The King smiled, showing a pointed fang. “At the White Palace.”
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Darkness enveloped me in my dungeon cell. I sat with my head bowed and my eyes closed. Surprisingly, my heart was at ease, and I still hadn’t come to terms with the fact that Maximus was responsible for that change.

But he had given me back hope.

A part of me warned not to trust him. There was no way he would ever release Timotei, his favorite Trove. Yet, the more worldly side of me had noticed the need in his eyes when he talked about the item he wished me to steal. If I could get a hold of it, something told me I would be able to demand whatever I wanted.

I still had no idea what the item was. Maximus hadn’t told me more about it, though it didn’t matter—not while I was kept locked in this cell.

A week passed slowly in between moments in Timotei’s company, thoughts of Bianca and time in the cell.

As days went by, I found myself thinking of Bianca more and more, and of the fact we had agreed to meet in Alfil Park after our first, failed attempt. Dreams of her also occupied my mind when I slept, my arms around her, her mouth on mine. They filled me with a strong desire to live. The fact that I wouldn’t be able to see her made me angry. 

Still, it was Timotei who occupied my mind the most. Maximus allowed me talk to my brother, allowed me to ruffle his hair, but never left me alone with him.

“How do you feel?” I found myself asking every time I saw him. I didn’t need to ask. I could see his pallor, his weakness.

“I feel fine,” he said every time, putting on a brave smile. “The food is so good. Much better than you used to make.”

We both laughed at that. Living in Mrs. Pinehurst’s attic, there had been nowhere to cook, so our daily meals had amounted to dry bread, overripe fruit and vegetables, and the very occasional hot meal at an inn.

“I have a nice room,” he said, trying to put me at ease. “And now you’re here.”

Did that make the situation better in his innocent mind? It couldn’t possibly. He should have been mad at my failure to keep him safe, not glad that I had joined him in the King’s lair. But he was just a child. How was he supposed to keep his emotions straight when the King toyed with them so shamelessly?

The faraway echo of steps let me know Bishop Dragoslav was on his way to get me. I stood and stretched my body, looking forward to getting out of the cell. I’d been here longer than usual.

The Bishop threw the door open and stood framed by it. “Come,” he said in his whisper of a voice.

I stepped into the threshold and stopped when I realized there was someone else standing off to the side. I blinked at the broad figure under the lamplight. His hands were tied behind his back, and a small burlap sack was thrown over his head. He was tall and broad, and wore a Rook uniform.

Skullflare!

I peered at the Bishop, trying to get a glimpse of his face under the heavy hood he always wore, trying to figure out the meaning of this, but there was none to be found. Instead, he got behind Skullflare and urged him forward.

Several yards behind, closer to the exit, another hooded figure stood like a guardian. It was Bishop Balan. He always seemed to lurk, forever quiet and watchful.

From my cell, we walked deeper into the dungeon, away from the winding staircase that led to the exit. We passed many closed-door cells that gave no obvious indication of life. The stone-lined hall was wide, its surface slick with moisture, growing darker and dingier the deeper we went.

At last, we reached the end, a circular enclosure like the inside of a watch tower. It was dark until Dragoslav lit a torch from one of the few gas sconces in the outside hall, then went around touching the flame to other torches affixed to the enclosure’s curving wall.

A wide, dark hole took shape in the stone floor at the very middle of the room. Its edges were ragged and shining with condensation. Why were we here? I stared at the hole, wondering about its purpose. Was this the pit Maximus had threatened Skullflare with?

The Bishop shoved the blindfolded Skullflare around the other side of the hole and turned him toward it, facing me. I stood back, a clawing dread climbing up my back.

In one swift motion, Dragoslav removed the burlap sack off his captive’s head and threw it down at his feet.

Skullflare blinked, his eyes adjusting. In a moment, he focused on me then the ragged hole between us.

“You,” he said. “What is going on here?” He struggled briefly against his restraints, but a quiet command from Dragoslav and a glance at the hole below were enough to make him stop.

“He should be dead,” Skullflare said, thrusting his chin in my direction. “Why is the King playing favorites?”

“It’s not for you to question the King,” Dragoslav said. “Your duty is to do as he commands and you have failed.”

“One week ain’t enough time to find a Trove,” Skullflare said, all the hatred in his eyes directed at me. “It’s not fair.”

“The King fed you of his blood, gave you power.” The Bishop said as he fiddled with Skullflare’s restraints.

Suddenly, the Rook’s hands were free. He pulled them forward and blinked as he rubbed the angry, red marks on his wrists. His massive chest rose and fell. His eyes darted around the room, fear growing in his features.

Did he know what this place was?

“Give me another chance,” Skullflare said. “I will find someone. I have a lead.”

“That’s not what Knight Traian says,” the Bishop said just as he unceremoniously pushed Skullflare toward the hole.

The Rook’s face disfigured into a mask of horror as his arms windmilled. He teetered at the edge of the pit. Then, he plummeted, eyes shooting a murderous curse in my direction before darkness ate him whole.

I stared down the hole, my mouth dry, my heart hammering. A thud sounded a long moment later, followed by a cry of pain and its echoes.

Unceremoniously, Bishop Dragoslav took a step forward and dropped into the pit, his cloak fluttering behind him as he fell.

What followed were the ravaged sounds of pain as Skullflare begged for his life. After a few short minutes, utter silence reigned.
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I backed away from the silent pit, my gaze fixed on its darkness. No sounds came from it, though Skullflare’s screams still seemed to echo in the confined space.

I wanted to turn and run down the dark corridor and lock myself in the cell. I should have been thinking of escape, of finding Timotei and taking him far away from this place, but I knew the endeavor would be useless. There was no escape.

A large shape shot out of the pit with a loud whoosh. I staggered backward. My throat tight with dread, my fists raised and ready to punch anything that got too close.

The shape sat suspended in midair for an instant, then alighted gently on the stone floor, a cloak billowing behind it.

Bishop Dragoslav.

The hood of his cloak was pushed back enough to reveal a full, heart-shaped mouth, it was smeared with blood, sharp fangs unsheathed. His eyes were glowing bright enough to illuminate the inside of his hood and cast his mouth in a ghastly sight of horror that spoke of Skullflare’s fate.

Something about his dimly-revealed features didn’t sit well with me, but I was too taken aback to give it much thought.

Dragoslav licked his lips with relish, leaving a clean line in the middle of all the gore. “Don’t look so squeamish,” he said. “You had your fill of blood when Maximus made you a Rook, and you liked it.”

I shook my head. “No, that’s not true, I... I...”

I had no idea what had happened. I didn’t even remember drinking the King’s blood, but there was no doubt I had.

A smile stretched across the Bishop’s mouth. “Don’t fight it, Nyro.”

My name sounded strange in his whisper-like voice. He’d never used it before.

“Embrace the power because, whether or not you want it,” he added, “it will embrace you.”

* * *
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AN HOUR LATER, I LEFT the palace and was greeted by a thick blanket of snow. The weather had changed since the last time I’d been out.

Followed by King Maximus and Bishop Dragoslav, I walked toward the dining hall, snow crunching under our boots. The temperature was below freezing, but to my amazement, it didn’t bother me one bit.

After the short walk, we entered the common dining hall. It was dinner time, and everyone from each Quadrant, including Knight Traian, Knight Arcos, and Rook Datcu.

The smell of grilled mutton and stewed vegetables made my stomach growl, stirring that insistent hunger that never seemed to leave me no matter what I ate. I still crave food, but nothing seemed to satiate me. The wooden benches along the tables scraped the stone floor as the Board Members stood to attention and saluted the Black King.

Each pair of eyes finally settled on me and my new uniform: a Rook’s uniform. Faces filled with incredulity, which turned to ill-disguised anger when the King spoke.

“Rook Skullflare is dead,” Maximus said. “But we have a new Rook. The Board must be complete, after all.”

I had no business being a Rook, not even if Horasiu Skullflare was dead. I hadn’t earned the spot. I should have fought the Second Quadrant’s new First Pawn for the spot, but the King had decided to appoint me without following the rules. He was the King, after all. He could do whatever he wanted. No one would or could challenge him.

Everyone regarded me with hatred, except for Marin, the only Board Member who didn’t seem to belong in this place and had helped me and been friendly to me. What I found in his gaze was much worse, though.

It was pity.

Unlike the others, he seemed to understand the true nature of my situation. He knew I didn’t want this, that I would have rather kept my humanity. Moreover, with me gone, he was now the First Pawn of our Quadrant. If anything else changed in the Board’s high ranks, he would be forced to move up, and I had the feeling he shared my sentiments in that respect.

The King stepped next to me, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Rook Stonehelm is more than glad to join the high ranks, isn’t that so?”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” I said with a bow.

Dragoslav had warned me to be respectful, to remember what the King had offered me—unless I wanted Maximus to change his mind about Timotei’s freedom.

I did not.

I would play his game and win.

Even if the King ordered me to break into the White Place and steal the Queen herself, Timotei and I would get free from this place.
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As I rode Jigsaw down the snow-covered streets of Acedrex, guilt settled on my chest like a stain. The feeling of release and relief that coursed through my veins had no right to exist.

This timely freedom had cost someone their life.

Still, I was free of the cell just in time to keep my appointment with Bianca. 

I was nervous and angry, a combination I hated. I desperately wanted to see her, but what would she think of me? I was a Rook now. Not fully human. The vampire blood had even stolen my ability to have children.

I’d avoided the thought so far, unsure of how to face it, of how much it should matter. I was perhaps too young to understand the full meaning of such a loss. Would I pine for a family of my own one day? I shook my head. Any worries on the matter were utter foolishness. I would never be anyone’s husband or father. The moment I’d joined the Board, I’d relinquished that right.

Still, the thought of Bianca’s tender body in my arms tended to give me foolish hopes and dreams.

Once more, I left Jigsaw in the care of a boy at a nearby inn and walked the rest of the way to Alfil Park. It wasn’t until I passed through its gates that a thought occurred to me. I stopped in my tracks. What if I was a danger to Bianca? What if I hurt her? She was a Trove. If I got too close, her sweet scent would flood my senses. It was why I always made sure to stand a few paces away from Talyssa and Timotei.

I rubbed the back of my neck, considering, noticing the fresh boot prints on the snow, a clear indication that she was here. For an instant, I thought of turning back, but who was I kidding?

Mere dreams of her seemed to give me life, the reality of her felt like a necessity. I had to see her.

Light snow drifted from the wintry sky onto the empty park. I was grateful we would have privacy. I wanted to kiss her, hold her in my arms, and much more than that.

A pang of desire heated my blood. It was intense and different from anything I’d ever felt before. I stopped again and gathered my wits.

Don’t be stupid, Nyro.

She would be disgusted by what I’d become. There was no way she would ever let me touch her that way, no matter how I ached for her.

I took a deep breath and told myself this would likely be the last time I would ever see her. The thought renewed my anger, the fury that always seemed to ride the surface of all my other emotions. 

Headed toward the gazebo in the back of the park, I counted my steps and tried to keep my mind from sabotaging itself.

And then, there she was. Wearing a white cloak with the hood over her head. She was but a silhouette that almost got lost against the snow.

When she heard my steps crunching on the snow, she glanced back. I lowered my eyes, refusing to let her see their red and shining proof of failure. Could I hide the truth long enough to touch her, to feel her sweet breath on my lips?

I stopped a few paces from her, my gaze on her boots. They were black, like mine, with snow clinging to them. I breaths grew ragged as my blood filled with desire for her.

“Hello, Bianca,” I managed.

“Hello, Nyro.”

Like a coward, I continued to stare at her boots for a moment longer. Finally, I glanced up, my chest tight with a mixture of anger and desire.

I stared into her face and gasped. “Are you alright?” Before I could stop myself, I stepped forward and seized her hands. 

Her irises were not the same dark shade of brown I’d grown to love. They were red-tinted, like mine.

“I am, and you?” she responded, her voice small and hesitant.

“Not you, too.” Despair tore at my insides.

What had they done to her?

I touched her smooth, tan face, gently brushing her cheek with my thumb. I inspected her features to make sure she was fine. It was stupid—she was here, looking strong and determined—but I felt very protective of her.

“Oh, Bianca,” the words broke out of my lips in a whisper, “how could they do this to you?”

She frowned slightly, looking confused.

Her expression made me pause. I took a step back, breaking contact as understanding dawned on me. No one had done this to her. She’d chosen it. She’d willingly become a Rook.

“Did they force you?” she asked.

“You wanted this?” I asked at the same time.

We stood silent for a moment, processing what we’d learn, then spoke in unison once more.

“How could they?” she said.

“Why would you?” I said.

At my question, she turned away and faced the snow-covered gazebo.

“I joined the White Court with a purpose,” she said firmly. “I plan to become more than just a Rook.”

What? No, she couldn’t possibly...

I plan to become more than just a Rook. The words echoed in my head with finality. Did she mean she wanted to be queen?

“Oh,” was all I managed to say. The utterance felt empty even to my ears. My insides seemed to shrink as sadness descended upon me. How could she want that? Why? Who would want to be this?

“I’m sorry this happened to you,” she said, turning to face me again, her chin held high.

Was she proud of her choice? Well, at least she’d had one.

“All I wanted was to rescue my brother,” I said around the knot in my throat. “And now... I’m this.”

I gestured toward my face unable to hold back my disgust, then regretting it as I watched her mouth twitch and her gaze fill with injury. She was what I was. As I insulted myself, I insulted her.

“It must have been terrible,” she said, holding her chin even higher. “My... condolences on losing part of your humanity.” She walked forward, preparing to leave. “I wanted to keep our appointment. I don’t like to leave anyone waiting. But I suppose our circumstances have changed, and we may not be in the best position to help each other anymore.”

I was overwhelmed by the moment, by her choice, but I didn’t want her to leave. I wanted to understand. I grabbed her hand as she passed next to me. 

“Don’t leave,” I said.

“It’s better if I go.” She didn’t meet my gaze, though she left her hand in mine. “Us, talking, it’s not a good idea.”

I caressed the top of her hand. She blinked in surprise, and her vulnerability did something to me. I bit my tongue not to crush her into me and confess that she unleashed a reckless fire in me, that this didn’t matter, that, despite it all, she still made me feel the same way.

Instead, I simply said, “Please. Stay.”

She nodded, and I almost sagged in relief. Hand in hand, we crossed the small bridge that led over the pond toward the gazebo. Maybe our desire to help each other could still be salvaged.
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We talked quietly, sitting in the gazebo while snow fell around us. At first, I was afraid she would be cold, then realized she was as unaffected by the temperature as I was.

I had many questions for her. I wanted to know what had happened since the Sentries had taken her after Rook Neculai’s death.

Calmly, she told me everything, her luscious lips tempting me as she spoke, making it hard to concentrate on the words. Inevitably, the conversation turned to her lady-help.

“Have you seen Talyssa... or your brother?” she asked.

I looked away. I didn’t have the courage to tell her I’d seen both of them several times. How could I explain that I’d been unable to do anything to help Talyssa? How could I admit I hadn’t even told Talyssa that I’d met her mistress?

“I saw my brother,” I said, hiding my embarrassment by averting my gaze. “King Maximus delights himself by bringing him to my challenges.”

Bianca’s breath caught. “He can’t possibly...”

I nodded.

“He’s truly a monster. He deserves to die,” she spat, hatred burning in her eyes.

I turned the conversation back to her. She talked willingly about her life at the White Palace, slowly easing my apprehension about what had happened with White Rook Neculai. My relief was short lived, however.

“The Queen’s only Trove has died,” Bianca said. “The man was her blood slave for fifteen years.”

“Then he finally rests,” I said with satisfaction. This was not good news for a Rook, but it pleased me to know the vampire Queen was confined to darkness.

“Lovina is angry,” Bianca said, glancing down at her hands. “She has threatened to put me in a pit of some kind if I don’t find another Trove to replace the one she’s lost. She’ll charge the Bishops with my torture.”

Oh, gods!

They also had a pit. The symmetry of this city disgusted me. It couldn’t hide the chaos and turmoil Bianca and I had to endure.

I reached for her hand and interlaced my fingers with hers. I didn’t tell her I knew about the pit for fear of scaring her further. She had to find a Trove. The pit could mean her death. Bishop Dragoslav’s bloody mouth flashed before my eyes. What if Bianca and the other White Rook couldn’t give Lovina what she wanted? What if the White Bishops killed Bianca the way Dragoslav had killed Skullflare?

“That’s terrible, Bianca,” I said. “She can’t do that.”

My mind reeled, trying to think of a way to protect her.

“It’s inevitable,” she said, a sick resignation shaping her features. “I couldn’t possibly condemn anyone to the life of a blood slave—not when I feared it so much for myself. She could have discovered me up until the last moment. I was so afraid when I went to her. I thought she might be able to sense it in me, but the bloodshade did its work. And now, I don’t need it anymore. And even though I’m this, at least I don’t have to worry about becoming her blood slave. I’m not free, by any means.” She laughed wryly. “But I’m not anyone’s daily meal.”

I had never stopped to think what vampire blood would do to someone like Bianca, to Timotei.

“You’re not a Trove anymore,” I said. It was a half question and half statement.

She shook her head. “The Queen’s blood cured me.”

“That means Timotei could...” I trailed off, my mind reeling. Why hadn’t I thought of this?

That night when I’d tried to rescue Timotei, and he ended up hurt, Maximus had healed my brother with his blood, but he’d made sure not to give him too much.

“We wouldn’t want your delicious blood to turn sour,” Maximus had said.

I should have realized this truth then, but it had escaped me. I thought for a moment, my thoughts unfurling in different directions. I would never be able to take blood from Maximus, but what if I gave Timotei my blood? Would that work?

No. I shook my head. Contemplating this type of idea was a waste of time. The King had offered me a way to save Timotei. I had to focus on that.

“I’m starting to think there is no way to save my brother.” I don’t know what made me say that, but I went on with the lie, never mentioning the King’s offer. “Everything I do makes things worse.”

My own behavior confused me. Why was I keeping the truth from Bianca? I trusted her, didn’t I? She might even help me find the item Maximus wanted from the White Palace, and yet... 

“The only way is to kill Maximus,” Bianca said hesitantly as if afraid of my reaction. “There is no escape.”

I would love nothing more than to kill Maximus, but I knew better.

“He’s too powerful,” I said. “He can’t be killed unless...”

Unless another vampire did it. I didn’t say the words out loud, but they hung in the air nevertheless. 

Bianca nodded, her gaze locked with mine. “I intend to kill him for what he did to me and my family. Once I’m Queen, I will be powerful enough to do it.”

I shook my head. “You can’t possibly want to do that. Bianca, you would... become someone else.”

“I’ve taken the first step. There’s no turning back,” she said, pulling her hand from mine.

“There has to be another way,” I whispered.

“You know there isn’t.”

“Bianca.” I placed a finger under her chin and forced her to look me in the eye. “What if you lose yourself?”

“It’s a risk I’m willing to take. I’m lost anyway. Only the thought of killing Maximus keeps me going.”

“What about... me?” I don’t know what made me ask this, but there it was. “I know it’s pretentious of me, but I...” I glanced down, realizing my foolishness. “I’m sorry. It’s stupid. We are members of opposite Boards. There’s nothing—”

She silenced me with a kiss.

My breath caught for a moment, but then I matched her kiss, taking her tender face in my hands and deepening the kiss. Daringly, my tongue brushed her lower lip. She pulled back, her breaths ragged, her eyes incredulous.

“I’m sorry I—” I started, but she silenced me with another kiss.

She wanted more.

My tongue issued forth again and slipped into her mouth, brushed hers. Desire burst in me like a raging fire. I wanted her.

To my surprise, she pulled me to my feet and pressed her body against mine. I practically went blind with lust. I pulled her closer, possessively—one hand around her waist, the other at the back of her neck.

Her hands traveled from my stomach up to my chest, exploring. I wanted to take her right there in the gazebo, but I was able to control myself. She had no idea what she did to me.

A dog’s bark echoed through the park. We pulled apart in an instant.

A boy with his pet came running down the path, playing fetch. A few yards behind him, his parents walked arm in arm.

Thinking fast, I removed my black cloak and jacket and set them on the bench. I was left in my white shirt to match Bianca’s colors.

I sat. “We shouldn’t be seen together. You should leave first. I will stay here until it’s safe to go.”

She nodded. The same disappointment I felt was stamped on her beautiful face. As she started to walk away, I grabbed for her hand.

I couldn’t bear the idea of her going back to the White Queen’s threat of the pit, so it seemed that while I’d been kissing her, my mind had worked out a possible solution for her situation. It was an abhorrent idea, but at this point, I cared too much about her not to mention it.

“Mr. Oakes sells bloodshade to Troves, as you know,” I said, “and some of them aren’t necessarily the best people in the city.”

She gasped and looked appalled, just as I’d suspected she might.

“I would rather you be safe than them,” I quickly added just as I let go of her hand. “Go!”

“Nyro,” she said in a rushed whisper, “I want to see you again.”

I bit my lip, trying to resist the temptation. Us was a bad idea. “It’s not safe.”

“Two weeks,” she said. “Flagfall House. Square B2. It will be safe.”

Then she was gone.
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Bishop Dragoslav led me down a dark hall toward one of Maximus’s drawing rooms. There was the same amount of light as usual, all the sconces glowed with candle light and the moon shone through the windows to our left. But I didn’t understand why everything looked so dim.

A shiver went down my spine. My limbs trembled with it. I rolled my shoulders back. Was I growing sick? A cold perhaps. Maybe a chill had gotten into me while sitting outside with Bianca. I hadn’t felt cold, but my body wasn’t the same. The Black King’s blood had changed it, and I still didn’t quite understand how.

Regardless, just an hour ago, sitting in my dormitory, I’d felt fine. Then I’d been summoned for a bi-weekly appointment I’d been ordered to keep, and I’d started feeling sick almost as soon as I entered the palace.

My stomach spasmed. I stopped, bracing a hand against the wall.

The Bishop glanced over his shoulder. “You’d better hurry,” he whispered from under the shade of his ever-present hood. “The blood from your first feeding is wearing out quickly. You will be in much pain soon.”

Was that what I’d been feeling? A wakening thirst for blood?

At the thought, I felt both hunger and revulsion. I didn’t move.

The Bishop walked toward me, grabbed me by the elbow, and led me forward. I would have resisted, but my legs seemed to move of their own accord, taking me to the place where my cravings would be satiated.

I hated myself for it.

Dragoslav pushed the door to the drawing room open and shoved me inside. I first spotted Maximus checking his appearance in a mirror. He turned as the Bishop shut the door behind us, a click sounded as he turned the lock.

For an instant, I was assaulted by disappointment as only Maximus and Dragoslav appeared to be in the room, then a terribly sweet scent assaulted my senses, and my eyes snapped to Talyssa. She was sitting at the far end of the room, looking as someone who wanted to disappear into the sofa she occupied. Her hands were clenched on her lap, and her shoulders were hunched forward as she tried to make herself as small as possible.

“Ah, Nyro,” Maximus said, extending his arms in welcome. “It seems just moments ago you became a Rook and now it’s time for your second feeding.” His red eyes flicked toward Talyssa for an instant.

I took a step back and collided against Bishop Dragoslav. He grabbed my shoulders, angling them in Talyssa’s direction, then gave me a shove. I staggered forward but managed to stay on my feet despite the weakness that shivered over my body.

“I have something rather special for you, Nyro,” the King said, coming closer with an infuriating swagger.

My eyes darted toward Talyssa. She stared at the floor, unmoving, like a bug trying not to be noticed.

“I rarely share my Troves,” Maximus continued, “especially for something like a second feeding. We’ll have to do this carefully. Dragoslav and I will make sure you don’t hurt Talyssa beyond repair.”

I shook my head. “No, not her,” I said even as my mouth watered at her scent.

“Like I said,” the King stopped in front of me, “this is uncommon, but I aim to give you an incentive for the task you are to perform for me.”

The task? What task?

My mind was a foggy swirl. I didn’t know what he was talking about. Only that scent and the sudden ache in my throat and gums seemed to matter.

“You will find Talyssa... exquisite,” Maximus said, his lips tipping into a crooked smile. “After tasting her, you’ll find yourself craving her.” He ran the back of his hand down my cheek in a too-tender caress. “I will let you have more of her, I promise. But...” he paused, putting much emphasis on the word, “only if you bring me what I want. Otherwise, you’ll never have her blood again.”

I should have been disgusted by the scheme. Instead, my skin tingled with anticipation and saliva filled my mouth.

“Go to her,” Maximus said, moving aside and extending a hand in Talyssa’s direction.

Somehow, I managed to stay put, my will overriding the terrible hunger that the sight of the innocent woman stirred in me, even as she shrank from the monsters who surrounded her. To how many horrors had Maximus subjected her already? How many more yet to come? And now, I was to add to them.

“No need to be so shy, Nyro,” Maximus said gently. “Go.”

My entire body clenched in refusal. My fists trembled at my sides. “Let me out of here,” I said through the cage of my teeth.

If I hurt Talyssa, what would I tell Bianca? How could I face her?

Maximus sighed tiredly, then flicked his fingers at Talyssa as if she were a dog. “Come here, dear.”

She rose to her feet and approached. Her scent grew stronger, and it seemed like the only thing I was able to notice. Everything else faded to nothing.

Her eyes, at last, met mine. There was no fear in them, only resignation.

“No,” I growled. Yet, my body tilted in her direction like a tree yielding to sunshine.

“It’s fine,” Talyssa said. “I understand you have no choice.”

Tears filled my eyes. She was a Trove just like my brother. She suffered as he did, and now I would be responsible for more of that suffering. How could I ever forgive myself? I had fed once before, I knew that. But the fact that I couldn’t remember what had happened had made it easier.

This... I would never be able to forget.

Maximus smiled sweetly at her, then inclined his head.

Talyssa came closer, put her hands on my chest, and lifted her chin, baring her throat.

The most amazing sweetness invaded me, like hot honey coating my tongue and sliding down my throat.

Unable to resist, I leaned forward and bit into her soft, pale throat.
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The pleasure was like a drug.

Addictive. Exhilarating. Forbidden.

In the end, however, all that was left was unsurmountable guilt.

My nights turned torturous. Wild emotions and sensations haunted my dreams, dreams of want and lust in which I got lost.

In them, I ripped into Talyssa’s throat like an animal, a beast going for the kill, straight for the jugular. The most amazing nectar flooded my mouth. My body spasmed with pleasure and Talyssa’s scent switched to another I recognized all too well: Bianca’s.

She was under me, naked. My mouth was at her throat, though not hurting her. Instead, I gave her pleasure. She moaned. I deepened my kiss, thrust harder. My hands explored her body. She was exquisite, everything I’d ever wanted in a woman and more.

Now, I woke up panting, my body and my bed soaked in sweat. Want burned in me. The sheets were balled in my fists, and I had to clench my teeth and buckle down not to growl in disappointment. She wasn’t really here. The dream had left me ragged, the edges of me raw.

Rook Datcu slept across the room. I managed to contain myself and not wake him. He already hated me, no need to give him more reasons.

I left the bed and dressed in the dark. My skin was hot. I needed to leave, get away from the fire burning in the fireplace. Datcu stoked it every night, even though we had no real need for it. He seemed to enjoy the warmth.

Flinging my cloak over my back, I exited the room, eased the door behind me, and began walking through the palace grounds, headed for the woods. The night was more beautiful than ever. I hated it. It meant Talyssa’s blood still mixed with my own, igniting the vampiric senses Maximus had forced upon me.

More than a week had passed since I’d fed from Talyssa, but her Trove blood was much stronger than whatever they’d fed me the first time. My renewed strength showed no signs of diminishing.

An image of her ravaged throat flashed before my eyes. I blinked and forced myself to stare at the crystalline icicles hanging from the trees. They reflected the moonlight, sparkling like jewels, an effect my merely human eyes had never captured before.

Such wicked and costly beauty.

Still, the bloody image didn’t leave my mind.

Talyssa stood, wobbling in front of me. She was pale, void of all color. Her head lay limp to one side. Maximus was holding her gently in his arms while Dragoslav hauled me away, a tight chokehold around my neck.

The Black King fed Talyssa his blood. Just the right amount. Her wound healed. She regained some color but continued to lay limp, feeble.

“She will recover soon,” Maximus had said. “Worry not. She’s strong.”

In that moment, I had wished she would die, hoping never to see the reproach in her clear, blue eyes.

My mouth went dry, and I pushed all the memories away. They made me crave blood, made me hate myself even more than I already did.

I tried to think of Bianca instead, but that was no better. Too many questions assaulted me. What would I tell her? Would she understand my weakness? It was the same hunger that now sang in her veins, after all. She had to know it was impossible to resist.

An owl hooted. Snow gave beneath my boots. I inhaled deeply, willing the chilled air to clear my mind, trying to guess what Maximus would ask me to steal.

A fallen log lay in my way. I went to cross it but was brought short by a shape stepping from behind a thick tree. My senses rose like the hackles of a dog. I was about to lash out when a familiar voice stopped me.

“No further. The King hunts,” he said in his whisper-low voice. It was Dragoslav, dressed all in black, red eyes peeking from under his hood.

I stood stock-still for an instant, quieting the unrest the Bishop’s sudden appearance had caused. I took a step back, pushing away the hand Dragoslav had laid on my chest.

I tried to act nonchalant as if his presence didn’t make me uncomfortable. He retreated toward the tree again, pressed his back against it and looked straight ahead without saying a word.

Maximus enjoyed the hunt. Deer were kept in the large wooded area behind the palace and were replenished after he’d killed them.

“Can’t sleep?” the Bishop asked, surprising me. He wasn’t the type for idle conversation.

I chose not to answer. I didn’t want to encourage him. Instead, I turned to leave.

“He toys with you,” he said, his voice barely audible as if he feared King Maximus might overhear. “You aren’t the first and will not be the last.”

No idle talk then. I stopped and glanced back, wishing I could see his face. Was that jealousy in his voice?

“How long have you been in the Black Court,” I asked.

“Two-hundred and ninety-eight years,” he said without feeling.

My jaw dropped open. I knew he’d been a Bishop for a long time, but...

“That’s longer that Maximus has been king,” I said, unable to hold back my awe.

The Bishop turned in my direction, reclining his shoulder on the tree trunk. “We joined at the same time,” he said. 

Maximus had been king for two-hundred and seventy-five years, which meant it had taken them twenty-three years to rise through the ranks to challenge and kill the previous king.

“You knew him when he was human,” I said, finding the fact almost impossible to believe.

“Since he was a child, actually” he said. “I’m his sister.”

All the nighttime sounds seemed to die down, and all that was left was the echo of those words inside my head.

I’m his sister.

I’m his sister.

I’m his sister.

Maximus and Dragoslav were brother and sister.

Dragoslav was not a man at all but a woman.

But it was the fact that they were siblings which astonished me most. A strange pressure built in my chest, and I found myself thinking of Timotei.

“Why are you telling me this?” I asked. This wasn’t common knowledge. Members of the Board hardly ever talked about the Bishops, especially Dragoslav. Was this the reason?

“It’s no secret,” she said. “Just... obscure knowledge that gets dimmer and dimmer as time goes by.”

That might be the case, but she had to have a reason to tell me this now.

“He’ll tire of you,” she said in an off-hand tone. “Especially after you fail his task.”

The way she said it left me now doubt she wanted me to fail. The question was still... why?

“Unless you die trying,” she added, “in which case he’ll mourn your death for a few hours before moving on to his next toy. He’s always been like that, even when he was a child. Nothing unpleasant ever holds his attention for long.”

I thought I had seen a glimpse of the real Maximus in the beginning, that night I tried to escape with Timotei. He’d seemed intent on proving I was no better than him, on showing me that, with vampire blood in my veins, I would be a monster, too. Of course, he had been right. The thing was... his desire to teach me a lesson had meant that, once, he hadn’t wanted to be a monster. Once, he had been like me.

“I should get back.” I started to leave, then stopped as something occurred to me. “It’s never easy being the oldest, is it?” I asked. “Timotei is the same.”

“No, it isn’t,” she said.

I chuckled, feigning camaraderie. “Being the oldest always means being the responsible one.” I walked away, my mind in a whirl of confusion.
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“What are you thinking about?” Maximus asked from across the drawing room. He was sitting with a leg swung over the armchair, enjoying a glass of red wine. He wore a loose, white shirt and a pair of dark blue velvet pants that ended mid-calf. His boots lay discarded under the side table.

Scented candles burned in every corner of the room, impregnating the air with the smell of cinnamon and spices.

Neither Talyssa nor Timotei were in the room for which I was grateful. I didn’t think I would be able to resist their closeness. Even the scent of the servants in the palace, the new Challengers in the dining hall, the denizens out on the checked streets of Acedrex twisted my stomach with hunger, forcing me to press a hand over my mouth if I got too close. Not even keeping my stomach full seemed to completely stave off my cravings for blood.

It hadn’t been like that after the first feeding. Was Talyssa’s blood responsible for the change? Or would things get harder after each feeding? I wondered if it was the same for Bianca. Next time I saw her, I would ask her.

“Well?” Maximus said, growing annoyed at my lack of answer.

“I was thinking about your sister,” I said.

Maximus’s wineglass froze midway to his mouth. His eyes narrowed, but he said nothing.

“So is your name Maximus Dragoslav?” I asked, feeling a measure of satisfaction at seeing his surprise.

“Once,” he said, then threw back his head and finished the wine in one gulp. “I’ve been King Maximus for so long that sometimes I think that other person never existed.”

His words chilled me, making me fear that one day, I would be like him. I opened my mouth to ask him about that previous life, but he stood abruptly and started pacing the room.

“I saw you training this morning,” he said.

I frowned. “You did?”

How? He hadn’t been present. I had trained indoor with Knight Traian, my Quadrant leader.

“You looked strong,” he said.

Indeed, I was. I’d been able to lift a six-hundred-pound barrel without breaking a sweat, and I was able to run and climb faster than both Knights. It was wrong. I shouldn’t be able to do that. The way Traian and Arcos looked at me let me know they didn’t like it. Did they suspect I’d had the privilege of feeding from one of the King’s Troves?

I narrowed my eyes at Maximus. Where was he going with this?

“I think you’re ready,” he said. “It’s time to prove yourself, little thief.” He paused, then, with a smile that flashed both pointed fangs, he said, “I want you to steal Queen Lovina’s scepter.”
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Bianca did not know what she was doing to me, that she was playing with fire. Desire ignited my blood as her tongue grazed the corner of my mouth. My mouth captured hers as I fought not to rip her clothes off.

Instead, I pressed her against the wall, hooked my hands under her legs, and lifted her off the floor. She was light, yet strong.

All the way to Flagfall House, I had ached with lust. But, despite the burning desire in me, I’d promised myself to behave. Now, there seemed to be no memory of that. I had quite forgotten what it meant to be a gentleman.

I pinned her to the wall with my weight and kissed her throbbing neck.

She gasped as if scared.

Somehow, I found enough strength to pull back.

“I’m sorry,” I said between ragged breaths. Except she pulled me down again. A growl escaped me. I felt like an animal in heat. My tongue slid along her neck, tasting her.

My hips thrust forward. I pressed myself to her. I wanted her. 

“Nyro,” she gasped.

I tried to kiss her lips, but she turned away, clearly letting me know I should stop. Trembling, I set her down and buried my face in her hair. It smelled of lavender.

“I want you, Bianca.” I inhaled deeply.

“I... want you, too, but...”

“I know. I know. Forgive me, please.”

Somehow, I managed to pull away and turned my back on her. “You are a lady, and I shouldn’t take such liberties. I should respect you.”

“A lady?” she said with mockery.

“I don’t know what’s happening to me,” I said. “I feel so cold and, yet, when I’m with you, fire runs in my veins. You make me feel fully alive, but that’s no excuse. I should—”

“It’s fine, Nyro.” She forced me to face her, touched a hand to my cheek. I closed my eyes. “I feel just as you do,” she added after a long pause.

My eyes sprang open. What? I never thought she would admit such a thing so freely.

“I just need a little time,” she said. “Not much.”

My desire was stoked by the hope that I would soon be able to make her mine.

She took my hand and led me out of the kitchen and through a set of stairs. She guided me into a room that must have been hers during that previous life when she shopped at the market, and I watched her from afar, hoping she would notice me.

Bianca removed the dust-ridden cover from the bed and sat, patting the spot next to her.

“Sit with me,” she said. “Tell me about Talyssa and your brother.”

I sat, interlacing my fingers to keep them from reaching for the narrow curve of her hip. “Maybe this is not the best place to talk.” All I could think about was our bodies tangling under the covers.

“Oh?” she said innocently and playfully as if tempting me.

“I mean... it’s your bed.”

In response, she lay back, legs dangling over the side. I angled my body in her direction, my gaze traveling over her gently-rising breasts. I craved to cup them, to feel their shape and softness.

“You’re tempting fate, milady,” I said.

“We don’t have to rush into anything, but...” she paused, “I’d like to get used to the idea. Maybe you can... ease me into it.”

I smiled crookedly. “With pleasure,” I said, leaning down to kiss her, except she braced a hand against my chest and stopped me.

“But first, tell me about Talyssa and your brother.”

Her sobering words drove the lust from my body the way water drives the heat from a molten piece of metal. I collapsed next to her and stared at the ceiling. Spider webs hung in the corners.

For the next hour, I lied to Bianca.

I told her nothing of my second feeding, nothing of the King’s task and his promise to set Timotei free if I accomplished it.

After we talked, she let me kiss her, and I was able to take it slow as she wanted, but only because of the heavy shame that descended on me after so many lies.

When we parted, I was equal measures relieved and disappointed. I wanted to tell her the truth but feared she would hate me. Also, I feared what she might do if she found out I was planning to steal from the White Queen.

What if Lovina’s blood had a strong hold on Bianca’s? What if Bianca had no other alternative but to be loyal to her Queen? I couldn’t risk Timotei’s freedom. He had to be my priority. Bianca was on a path of her own making while my brother was nothing but an innocent, helpless victim.

My decision was reasonable and sensible.

Still, it didn’t make me feel any better about the lies I’d told her, or about going through her father’s closet after she left, about changing out of my uniform  into one of his suits. Worse yet, about following her to the White Palace and spying on her as she went in. 

Riding on her mare, she had disappeared through the massive entrance. I watched her from afar, my anger flaring as I thought about the injustice of our situation and our inability to change anything.

As I continued to watch long after Bianca had passed, carriages went in and out, and Sentries and Pawns took turns guarding the entrance. When night fell, I walked the palace’s perimeter, keeping a safe distance and letting my mind wonder about possible ways to steal the Queen’s scepter.

It seemed impossible, but there was always a way, and I would find it.
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My hours for the next few weeks were spent outside the White Palace, trying to figure out a way to get in. Though the more time I spent trampling snow outside its walls, the more convinced I became that there was no way to get in. The place was better guarded than the Black Palace, with double the Sentries in every parapet and turret.

It was excessive. Acedrex’s citizens would never dare jump into the white monster’s cage, Sentries or no Sentries. It was clear Lovina feared something far more dangerous than her subjects.

More than once, as I noted the Sentries schedules, I remembered Bishop Dragoslav’s words...

He toys with you. You aren’t the first and will not be the last.

He’ll tire of you. Especially after you fail his task.

King Maximus had sent others after the Queen’s scepter, and they had failed. There was no doubt, Lovina knew what he wanted, and she took measures to keep her possessions safe.

No matter how I turned things around in my head, I came up empty every time. Scaling the wall was out of the question. I was fast and strong, not invisible. There were too many attentive eyes keeping watch. I had to find another way.

Bribe someone? Pose as a White Queen subject and go in with a special petition? Wait for the Spring Bowl when both palaces would throw their doors open for everyone? The latter would certainly be the easiest option, but the thought of waiting, of knowing there was a possibility of freedom hanging in the balance, made me angry and desperate.

Back at the Black Palace, I took my frustration out on the Pawns. I trained them ruthlessly, running, sparring, riding alongside them, urging them to do more when it was clear they had given it their all and were exhausted.

“Power suits you,” Datcu said one day as I walked into our dormitory, my shirt soaked in sweat despite the cold outside. “You’re becoming quite the despot.” He threw his head back and laughed.

My eye twitched as I ignored him and headed for the washroom.

Every day it was an effort to ignore him and not rip his head off with my bare hands. He was partly to blame for what I’d become. If he hadn’t stabbed Rook Sanda, I would still be fully human. But I had to control myself. If I killed Datcu, I would force the same fate onto another Pawn—Marin, maybe, the only decent one of the bunch—and I couldn’t do that. If I did, I would be no better than Datcu.

“Did you hear the news?” Datcu asked, following me through the door that led to the hot springs.

I didn’t answer him, sure that he would tell me this news whether or not I wanted him to.

After discarding my sweaty clothes into a basket reserved for that purpose, I stepped into the hot spring. My skin rippled with a chill at the change in temperature. I relaxed, letting my body float as steam billowed around me.

Datcu reclined his thick, tall figure against the wall, watching me intently, waiting for an answer. He crossed his arms, stuffing his meaty hands under his sweat-stained pits.

I sighed. “No, Datcu, I didn’t hear the news.”

“It interests both of us,” he said. “We may have to face the King and his wrath.”

Maybe I did want to hear this news. I set my feet down at the bottom of the pool and sat on a ledge, keeping my body half submerged.

“I see I have your attention,” Datcu said with a twinkle in his red-tinted eyes—eyes that reminded me too much of what I saw in the mirror every morning.

“Well, speak,” I said, growing impatient.

“It’s about Lovina’s new Rook,” he paused, letting the words linger. “That pretty little thing that’s moving up the ranks as fast as you are.”

I clenched my teeth, trying to keep my face unreadable. But, by the small smile that stretched his thin lips, I knew I had failed.

“Do you know her?” he asked with malice.

“I’ve had the pleasure,” I said, deciding that a bit of the truth might help explain my reaction. “She’s quite something. She killed Rook Neculai. I saw his mangled remains moments after it happened.”

“Did you?” His brows went up with disdain. He shrugged, losing interest in this tangent. Rook Neculai’s death was old news, after all. Datcu was after something new.

I sank deeper into the water, acting as if I’d lost interest.

Datcu pushed away from the wall and lumbered to the edge of the pool. He watched me with hooded eyes, and it took some effort to keep my nonchalant attitude and hide the fact that I felt threatened by his approach.

“Turns out the little Rook found a Trove for her Bitch Queen,” Datcu said.

“She did?!”

Relief washed over me, but I tried to pass it off as surprise. I’d been worried about Bianca and Lovina’s threat to throw her in the pit. If Bianca had found a Trove, she was safe from that now. 

“Indeed,” Datcu said. “And, apparently, it’s a good one. Tasty.” He licked his lips. “In case you haven’t grasped the significance of this event, it means Maximus will be mad at us for not finding the Trove first.”

He squatted, his eyes drilling into mine as he prepared to make a point, his leather boot creaking. I sat straighter, this time making sure he saw I was alert and I didn’t like his closeness.

“When he questions us, which he will inevitably do,” he said. “This is what you’ll tell him...” he paused for emphasis, then continued, “The Trove was found in her home in a white square. D7 to be precise. The woman was an invalid, bed-ridden.”

Black Rooks weren’t allowed to search homes in white squares, just like White Rooks weren’t allowed to search homes in black squares. If the woman had been bed-ridden, it meant she never went out. Therefore, there was no way Datcu or I could have found her, which exonerated us from any negligence the King might suspect from our part.

I gave Datcu one nod to indicate I fully caught his meaning.

“Good,” he said, stretching to his full height. He turned to leave and as he walked away he grumbled in displeasure. “Now, we’ll have to put up with the Bitch Queen prancing around the city again. She’s even throwing a ball tomorrow night to celebrate her lucky break.”
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The Acedrex streets were empty. Roofs were heavy with snow, and snow banks were pushed against the sidewalks.

Balls normally meant crowds out in full force, food and drink vendors lining their pockets with Chekes, Sentries patrolling the streets and avenues to make sure there were no brawls.

Tonight, there was none of that.

The citizens didn’t want to celebrate the misery of one of their own, or the cold was keeping everyone indoors despite the Queen’s unplanned call for celebration.

Chest buzzing with anticipation, I rode a rented horse up the path that led to the White Palace. I had left Jigsaw in the care of a stable boy at The Bad Bishop. There, I had also rented a room where I changed out of my black uniform into a new suit I had purchased earlier in the day.

It had not been easy spending the three-hundred Chekes the outfit had cost. The amount had seemed exorbitant, even if my new Rook salary covered it with no problem and my savings were constantly growing. I lacked for nothing at the Black Palace and, therefore, had no need to spend my money on anything.

The clothes were the fanciest I’d ever worn and might help me pass for a courtier, if no one looked too close. A pair of spectacles, a cane, and slicked back hair completed my look. I wished for a mustache or a beard to disguise my features further, but this would have to do. Too bad this wasn’t a masquerade ball, so I could hide my face behind velvet and glitter.

As I reached through the White Palace’s gate, I slowed my horse and nodded at the Sentries on duty. They let me pass after a quick cursory glance. 

The grounds were eerily similar to those of the Black Palace. Everything was laid out in the same fashion. The dormitories, the stable, the gardens. The big difference was the resplendent edifice that sat at the top of the hill. Even at night, it glowed like a diamond. The snow that topped its four towers reflected the moonlight, the same as the alabaster walls.

While Maximus’s palace was all darkness. This was all light.

A blatant lie.

Atop the hill, I dismounted my horse and allowed a page to take it away. If it had been Jigsaw, I wouldn’t have felt so easy about it. I was glad I’d decided to leave him behind rather than simply cover the white mark on his brow as a form of disguise.

With an affected gait, I went up the front steps toward the massive, carved front entrance. My cane tapped on the stones. Another page stood with his hand on the door handle. He pushed the door open, stepping inside and moving out of the way, to let me pass.

Inside, a riot of warm light and heat assaulted me. The temperature was dramatically different, almost stifling to my new senses, though it must be a welcomed change to those with intact humanities.

Music drifted into the grand foyer as I followed its cheery sound. The tune was gay and upbeat. A celebration. The foyer was massive. My cane tapped against the white marble. Vases burst with colorful flowers that shouldn’t exist in wintry weather. Paintings of sunny landscapes and beautiful people hung on the walls.

A couple sat on a velvet settee, their bodies angled toward each other, their hands clasped. The young woman glanced up at the man with something near devotion. They were probably engaged or recently married.

Like a fool, I let my thoughts tilt to Bianca. Would she be here? Would I see her? It was stupid. She was not the reason why I’d come. It was Timotei’s freedom I sought, a freedom in the impossible shape of a scepter.

Why did Maximus want it? What significance did it hold? Or was it just a contest between the monarchs? A bet? A game for the ages?

I walked into the ballroom and was welcomed by the heavy scent of perfume, the added heat of many bodies, the twirling colors of silken dresses, and the glow of hundreds of candles suspended on wrought iron candelabra.

Holding my chin high, I pressed forward, walking along the edge of the dance floor. I smiled at a few ladies, who seemed interested in me and whispered into each other’s ears with puzzled looks. They knew everyone who attended these balls, a new face was sure to cause a stir. Who did they imagine I was? The recluse son of some wealthy noble? An outside trader who had been allowed in the city?

I didn’t like their attention, but what other choice did I have? I had known this would happen. I just needed to steer clear of any gossipers who might try to approach me to ask impertinent questions.

As I went, acting aloof, I searched the ballroom for white uniforms. Was Bianca here? I spotted two Pawns chatting with society ladies, making good use of their uniforms. Being a Board Member stirred interest among the nobles. Anything or anyone they thought might get them access to the King or Queen was worth their while.

At the end of the ballroom, there was no elevated dais for the Queen. I had expected a throne or elegant chair there. It was how the Black King’s main ballroom was arranged, after all. But, apparently, Queen Lovina wasn’t fond of watching her guests dance and prance as they attempted to impress her.

Disappointed, I decided to turn back with the intention of exploring the palace further, but, as I turned to leave, a familiar face confronted me.

“What are you doing here?” Bianca asked between clenched teeth.
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Bianca, her dark eyes shining with the glow of candlelight, was standing right in front of me, her features giving away the alarm she felt.

“Good evening, White Rook,” I said, respectfully inclining my head. 

Despite the fact she should be used to this kind of event, she always seemed to lose her composure. She recovered it quickly, however, and returned my bow with one of her own.

She wore her Rook uniform, not an evening gown, sword at her waist. I was slightly disappointed. White looked good on her, but red and lilac suited her better. I fondly remembered the red dress she’d worn the day we met, and the lilac one on Hallows Eve during the masquerade ball last fall, the first time we kissed.

“I would ask you to dance, but it would look... odd,” I said, gesturing toward her uniform.

She blushed and seemed regretful at the missed opportunity.

“What brings you to this side of town?” she asked in a polite society tone.

“I wished to enjoy the beauty offered by the White Palace.” I held her gaze, trying to make her believe I was here for her. It took all I had not to glance away in shame at the lie. I was happy to see Bianca, but it was the scepter I was interested in.

The smile she offered me didn’t reach her eyes. She was tense. Something about her seemed on edge, and I didn’t think it had anything to do with my presence here. Was it guilt over the Trove she’d found for Lovina?

“Is everything alright?” I asked.

“Of course,” she said, deepening her smile. I could tell she was lying. “Would you like to go for a walk? The gardens are beautiful despite the snow.”

“Won’t you be cold?” I asked.

She frowned. It had been a stupid thing to say. She knew I knew cold didn’t affect us anymore.

“No, I won’t,” she said, suspicion narrowing her eyes.

“Well, then—”

“Her Royal Majesty, the White Queen,” a deep voice announced, cutting me short.

My chest clenched. Lovina was here.

Bianca turned her back on me and stood at attention, her arm outstretched in a salute. I took a step back, then another until I had a good view of the Queen through the partygoers.

She was alabaster white with spidery dark veins scattered about. Her waist-long hair matched her pallor. Her eyes glowed brightly, two red beacons that bespoke her nature. A smile stretched her crimson-painted lips. She looked... happy. Her expression curdled my blood. She was celebrating the acquisition of a new Trove, the fact that she could, once more, walk in the daylight. The sun-loving Queen had a new slave, and it made her joyful.

A small crown rested on her brow. I craned my neck, trying to get a glimpse of her hands. Did she have the scepter with her? My throat closed up when I realized she did. I clenched my fists.

Timotei’s freedom was within reach.

The scepter was golden, about the length of my forearm. It had a round top the size of a fist, which was delicately carved and etched with small, colorful jewels. From where I stood, it didn’t seem impressive or all that valuable, not considering the riches Maximus had in his own palace. So why did he want it?

I imagined myself barreling through all the nobles, the ladies falling on their silken bottoms as I pushed them out of the way. I imagined snatching the scepter from the Queen’s hand and running away with my new preternatural speed, bursting through the front gate, and getting lost in the woods as I made my way to the Black Palace, to safety and freedom for my brother.

I could do it, couldn’t I? I was fast enough. I’d outrun both Black Knights. I could outrun the White Knights too, not to mention the Rooks. I glanced at Bianca’s back, ramrod straight in her salute. Would she take chase?

I shook my head and bit the inside of my cheek until I drew blood. I was being stupid, nonsensical. Even if I managed to pry the scepter from the Queen’s fingers, I would never outrun her. She was as strong as Maximus and was capable of crushing my neck with one hand. 

The Queen walked down the dance floor while her subjects stepped aside, bowing. Her red eyes searched the crowd and stopped when they found Bianca. Her smile deepened.

Lovina extended a hand toward her Rook. The people who stood in front of Bianca opened a path from her to the Queen.

“Come, Rook Flagfall,” the Queen said.

Bianca seemed to hesitate for an instant. When she moved toward her Queen, I fought the urge to grab her wrist and hold her back.

“Today, I can celebrate because of you,” Lovina added as Bianca stopped a few steps from the Queen and inclined her head. “Join me,” she added as she veered toward a set of carved doors.

As Lovina glided away, she pointed at different people inviting them to follow. Realizing what was happening, I quickly made my way toward the door, squeezing past several lords and ladies. They glanced at me in disapproval but didn’t dare voice their protests out loud. When I reached the door, I pushed to the front, puffing out my chest like a rooster.

The Queen pointed her scepter right and left, granting her favor. The chosen smiled, the rest tried in vain to hide their disappointment. The carved doors opened as if magically.

I puffed my lungs even wider until I felt they might explode.

Lovina pointed her scepter straight at my chest. I almost deflated in relief just as Bianca surreptitiously shook her head, warning me that I shouldn’t go in.

I ignored her and stepped into the room after the other chosen ones.
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The carved doors shut behind us, two pages closing them securely and standing at attention with their backs to them.

We had entered a large drawing room, illuminated by crystal sconces that refracted the light from dozens of candles and made me believe the sun was shining outside.

Two large tables lined the side walls, brimming with wine and food. Flowers filled the room with color and their sweet scent. The floor was layered with many rugs. Settees, armchairs, lounge chairs, card tables, and sofas occupied most of the space, arranged in groups to form small gatherings. People fell into place like pieces of a chessboard as if they knew their proper stations and were afraid to be kicked out if they made the wrong move. It made me wonder how many times this game had been played out.

Casually, I moved to one of the food tables, picked up a glass of wine, and faced the guests as they arranged themselves. A corner was reserved for the Queen. She sat at a regal, high-back chair, from which she had a clear view of everyone in the room. The scepter lay on her lap while she talked to a gentleman with graying hair.

Bianca stood a step behind the Queen, relegated to the role of guard dog. It made my blood boil. 

The Queen laughed at something the man said, and the scepter rolled off her lap and fell to the floor with a thud muffled by the rug.

Lovina barely spared a glance toward Bianca as she picked the scepter up and tried to hand it back. Instead, the Queen waved her hand to indicate she didn’t want it. With a shrug, Bianca set it on small table to the right of the Queen’s chair. The entire exchange struck me as odd.

Eyes glued to the scepter, I downed the wine in one gulp. Bianca was peering at me again, her eyes flicking toward the door, asking me to leave. I snatched another glass of wine and walked in her direction instead.

“I am so happy for you,” the older man was saying to the Queen as I came within hearing distance.

He appeared to be in his late forties. His clothes and posture conveyed a message of wealth that I recognized all too well.

Before I joined the Black Board and I resorted to theft for our survival, I’d learned to stay away from men like this. He was too rich, too confident in his position near the Queen. I hadn’t known then what it took to hold such privilege. Still, I’d been smart enough to stay away from the likes of him.

However, living close to the Black King had taught me what it took to become a favorite of the Queen or King. One had to be heartless.

Men like this facilitated the introduction of fresh victims to our blood-thirsty monarchs. Young society men and women healthy, plump, and ripe for the tasting. The King and Queen’s favorite.

Men like this relinquished their own sons and daughters for whatever advantages the monarchs could offer them.

“I was very sad when I heard your last Trove had died,” he continued. “A new Trove found so quickly is wonderful news.”

Wonderful news.

I had to set my glass down to make sure I didn’t crush it in my fist. For a moment, I pretended to be distracted by a chess game between a man and a woman. A black rook and a white rook were still on the board, like Bianca and I, they were trapped inside tight squares, able to move only in restricted ways.

Surreptitiously, I glanced back toward the Queen, then the scepter. Candlelight danced on its surface as it lay forgotten. It was then I realized the scepter was like the Queen, dazzling in its beauty, but ultimately fake. Lovina had practically discarded the golden trinket. This was not what I was looking for, what Maximus so deeply desired.

Call it a thief’s instinct, but I knew the Queen didn’t care about this scepter. The real thing was elsewhere, the throne room, perhaps. That would be my first guess.

“And is it true you are to be a Knight soon?” the man asked, his inquisitive attention shifting toward Bianca.

A Knight?!

My eyes darted from the scepter to Bianca. My mind reeled. Had Bianca issued a challenge already? Was she that desperate to become Queen?

In answer, she nodded. Afterward, her eyes met mine for the briefest of instants, and it was all I needed to understand that she was displeased. Had her hand been forced to a challenge? Had she been entrapped like me? Maybe she had changed her mind about becoming a Queen.

What if I stole the real scepter and, somehow, took her with me? My request for Maximus could be to leave Acedrex with Timotei and Bianca. He’d said I could ask for anything I wanted, after all.

“Knight Flagfall,” the man said, “It has a ring to it. My, my, she is certainly a prodigy.”

“Indeed,” the Queen said proudly. “Barely five months have passed since she first joined the Board, and she has already come this far.”

They talked about Bianca as if she wasn’t there, while she stood in place looking conflicted by her own rapid ascent up the ranks... or perhaps by something else I couldn’t fathom. Maybe I was simply imagining what I wanted to believe.

“Will you win, Rook Flagfall?” the man asked Bianca with a crooked smile.

Bianca said nothing.

“C’mon,” the man pressed. “Help me decide where to place my bets.”

The Queen threw her head back and laughed. “Considering that she issued the challenge against Knight Kelsus shortly after proving herself the fastest, most efficient Rook I’ve ever had, I would put all my money on her if I were you.”

I turned away and walked toward the exit. Yes. I was imagining things that weren’t there. Bianca was on a different path than mine. I couldn’t save her. She wanted this. All she cared about was revenge, and maybe that was all she really had.

For my part, I had Timotei.
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I left the drawing room without looking back.

In the ballroom, the dancing continued, the frivolous couples twirling and laughing as if they didn’t have a care in the world, as if this city didn’t deal in blood and death.

Leaving the stifling ballroom behind, I went back to the ample foyer. Others were there, meandering the large, white space, holding glasses of wine and admiring the paintings on the walls.

A fire crackled in a massive fireplace at the very back of the room, generating enough heat to make me want to run out into the frosty night. A thousand thoughts tangled in my mind. I wanted to scream and rage at this world. Why did some people have everything they wanted while even the most basic things were stolen from me?

I stopped, my mind torn between what I’d come here to do and what I’d heard. The room seemed to spin.

Two women, a brunette and a blonde, stood to my right, glancing up at a large painting. A girl in a nearly-transparent white dress twirled in the middle of prairie dotted with purple flowers. Her blond braids flew in the wind, unraveling into undulating strands.

“It’s a remarkable painting,” the brunette said. “They have a similar one in the throne room.” The last two words were pronounced with emphasis in a tone meant to cause envy.

Drawn by the conversation, I turned casually and glanced up at the painting. The women hadn’t noticed me, but pretending to admire the canvas, I hoped to appear inconspicuous.

“You’ve been in the throne room?” the blonde asked, equal measures impressed and envious.

The brunette sipped her wine, stretching her moment of satisfaction. “Yes,” she finally said. “Rupertus and I visit with the Queen often. As a matter of fact, he’s with her now.”

“Could you show me?” the blonde asked, inclining her head toward a darkened corridor.

“Holy gambit, no!” the brunette exclaimed. “That would be highly inappropriate.” She whirled on her heel, acting offended. When she noticed me, she blinked in surprise. “Pardon me,” she said, then walked around me and marched toward the ballroom.

The blonde stayed in front of the painting, pretending, as I did, to admire it. From where I stood, I could see her neck was red with shame. She didn’t move until her complexion had gone back to normal.

As she walked away, I thanked her with a small bow. She gave me a rehearsed smile. She had no idea what she’d done. The palace was huge, finding the throne room in one night would have been impossible, unless I just happened to stumble upon it. I didn’t have that kind of luck.

Walking confidently as if I knew exactly where I was going, I headed down the corridor the blonde had indicated. I didn’t glance back to check if anyone had noticed me, but no one had cried out in alarm. I figured that meant I was safe.

The corridor was long and dim, illuminated only by a few gas sconces.

A myriad of other passages extended in different directions with no hint of where they led. Why had I thought this would be easy?

The music from the ballroom receded the deeper I went. Silence grew. My heart hammered in my chest and pounded in my ears. The fear was not for me, but for Timotei. If something happened to me, all hope for his freedom would be lost.

I opened several doors to find empty drawing rooms, libraries, long and airy dining rooms, but no throne room. The entrance would have to be grand for a throne room, wouldn’t it? I hadn’t seen anything luxurious enough yet, at least not in this passage.

Clocks ticked behind some of those closed doors, punctuating every second of my futile search.

At the end of the hall, a set of filigree doors stood closed. They were grand enough for the Queen’s throne room. I tried the handle. It didn’t give. Of course the doors would be locked, especially if the scepter lay somewhere behind them.

I felt for my dagger in my boot. A simple lock wouldn’t stop me.

Red eyes flashed before my mind in a reminder that it wasn’t the locked door I was supposed to worry about. If the Queen’s Bishops were anything like Dragoslav and Balan, they might be lurking behind unexpected corners. With Talyssa’s blood in my veins, I might be able to outrun and perhaps overpower a Knight, but a Bishop? Never.

I angled my dagger between the narrow gap between the doors. Eyes closed and ears tuned, I worked the weapon until I heard a click. Then, I pushed the latch out of the way and pulled the handle. The door opened. A smile spread across my lips.

The sound of laughter came from one of the many rooms I’d passed and ignored down the hall. The door opened. A sliver of light split the hall in two.

Quickly, I slipped behind the filigree door I’d just unlocked and eased it closed. Leaving a gap, I peered out and watched as two people stepped into the hall: two men, a short one in a white uniform, and a tall one in a regular suit. They were holding hands. I squinted in the dim light and was able to make out a Knight insignia in the arm of the shorter man.

He closed the door to the room and turned to leave, but the taller man pressed the shorter one to the wall and began kissing his neck.

The light from a nearby sconce illuminated their faces.

My mouth went dry as I recognized Knight Traian, my Quadrant leader. His slender face and hook nose were unmistakable. And he wasn’t kissing a man. 

Traian was kissing White Knight Ferko, the Decapitator herself.
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Everyone in Acedrex knew the Decapitator.

Everyone in Acedrex feared her.

Knight Ferko was a cold-blooded killer who decapitated anyone who dared challenge her post as White Knight. She didn’t know the meaning of the word mercy.

I watched the passionate exchange between the Black Knight and the White Knight, my stomach turning with disgust.

After a long moment, Knight Ferko pushed Traian away. She straightened her uniform, composing herself.

“Leave,” she said in a firm command.

Traian lifted a hand and tried to caress her face.

She slapped it away. “Leave, I said.”

The Black Knight sighed in disappointment, then walked away.

A few beats passed. Ferko watched Traian’s retreating figure, then glanced in the direction of the throne room.

I froze as she peered into the dim hall. She narrowed her eyes and cocked her head, frowning.

Shit!

She had noticed the crack in the door. Could she see me through it? No, it was too dark. She couldn’t.

I stayed still, my lungs frozen. If I moved, she would surely notice me, if she hadn’t already.

She glanced back the way Traian had gone.

Seeing my chance to move, I jumped away from the door and retreated to one side. My arm hit something. There was a tittering sound that seemed to last forever, then whatever I’d hit crashed to the floor with the sharp sound of shattering glass.

The sound was a strident explosion inside my mind.

Looking for an escape, I turned away from the door and faced what looked like rows and rows of bookshelves. I was not in the throne room. I was in a library. What looked like a stained glass window made up the large fourth wall at the end of the long space.

Steps pounded outside the door behind me. I ran, my movements liquid, faster than humanly possible. I hid behind a shelf and peered over the top of a row of books.

The door burst open. It hit the wall with a loud boom that echoed through the room. The Decapitator stood at the threshold, peering in and standing in a threatening crouch.

I tightened the grip on my dagger as my mind raced.

I’m trapped. Shit. I’m trapped. How do I get out of here?

Ferko sniffed the air. I heard the deep inhale, followed by a long exhale.

Then she was moving, rushing around the shelf behind which I was hiding. I had a split second to decide what to do. Fight? Or flee?

I crouched and braced myself, holding the dagger in front of me.

In the next breath, a figure blurred before me. Faster than the eye could see, Ferko grabbed my wrist and twisted it at the same time that she drove me backward. Pain exploded up my forearm as it bent. My dagger dropped to the floor with a clatter and, next I knew, my whole arm was behind my back and my cheek was plastered against the wall.

“Who are you?” Ferko demanded, pushing on my elbow until it felt as if my shoulder would become unhinged.

“Are you alright?” A voice suddenly echoed through the library.

From the corner of my eye, I could see Knight Traian’s silhouette framed by the door.

Ferko’s head jerked in his direction. “I told you to fucking leave,” she spat.

Traian frowned peering at my face. He stepped into the room. “What are you doing here?” he asked.

“You know him?” Ferko demanded.

Traian opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. Instead, his eyes went wide and his right hand jerked toward his stomach. His surprise lasted for only an instant, then he tried to turn. Someone was behind him.

An arm wrapped around Traian’s throat before he could turn.

“What...?” Ferko said in a shocked murmured, her hold on me relaxing a fraction.

A sword point suddenly poked out through Traian’s stomach. Blood blossomed in the vest of his three-piece suit. He struggled but was forced to his knees. As he fell, I could finally see who was behind him.

Bianca!

She pushed her sword deeper, all the way to the hilt. Traian twisted violently, throwing Bianca off balance. She crashed against a bookshelf.

I had to help her.

Ferko seemed to remember herself, but it was too late. Her hold on me had slacked just the right amount. I pushed her and dodged out of the way, batting at her hands as she tried to regain her grip. She was too strong. I couldn’t let her catch me.

Ferko spun, going after me. I grabbed a heavy book from one of the shelves and threw it at her. It hit the side of her head, slowing her a fraction.

There was a crash, a groan from Traian. I couldn’t see Bianca behind the tall bookshelves on the other side.

I lunged for my dagger, grabbed it, and rolled back to my feet, brandishing the weapon.

Following the sounds of Bianca’s struggle, I searched for her. I spotted two pairs of boots, thrashing and peeking from the edge of one of the bookshelves. I took a step in Bianca’s direction, but Ferko blocked my path. She was crouching low, her own dagger in her hand. Her eyes were glowing intensely, her teeth were bare. She looked more vampire than human.

There was another crash from Bianca’s direction. Would all the noise bring someone else to see what was happening? We were far from the party, but there might be Sentries patrolling the long halls. I couldn’t be caught here.

Ferko was standing between me and the door. Was there another way out? But I couldn’t leave, not with Bianca in danger.

As if to relieve my worries, the thrashing from Bianca and Traian’s struggle came to a stop. Ferko glanced quickly to one side, then took a step back. From her new vantage point, she peered behind the shelf.

Her expression revealed nothing as I tried to read her reaction.

“Dead?” she asked to whoever had won the battle.

No answer came from the other side of the shelf.

I imagined Traian nodding. I imagined Bianca vacant eyes and limp body. I clenched my teeth as my mouth went dry.

No. She couldn’t be dead. She couldn’t.

Steps sounded behind the bookshelf. The dagger shook in my hand.

Bianca, her white uniform soaked in blood, stepped into the middle hall. I breathed a trembling sigh of relief that could easily be mistaken for fear at the sight to two White Board members.

She appeared unharmed, though it was impossible to be sure, considering all the blood that covered her clothes and hands, even her face.

“Let’s kill this other intruder, now,” Ferko said, squaring her shoulders in my direction.

Other intruder?

Ferko was smart. She was calling Traian, her lover, an intruder. She was inventing lies that would hide what she’d been doing with one of King Maximus’s Knights... within the walls of the White Palace, no less.

“Yes, Knight Ferko,” Bianca said in a cold voice that froze my insides.   

Bianca reached inside her boot for her dagger and joined the White Knight’s side. What was she doing? Had she decided I was more trouble that I was worth? That I knew too much?

I took a step back. They were blocking the only exit. If I tried to find an escape toward the back of the room, I might end up more trapped than I already was.

Ferko lunged forward. Bianca moved at the same time, lagging behind for a brief instant. I started to turn toward the stained glass window, but before I glanced away, I caught the glint of Bianca’s dagger slashing at Ferko’s jugular.

Blood shot from the White Knight’s neck in a spray. Shocked, Ferko dropped her weapon. Her hands flew to her neck and squeezed. A gurgling sound came from her throat. Blood slipped between her fingers, coating them crimson at a prodigious rate.

I watched in disbelief as the Decapitator collapsed to the floor and began convulsing. Her dark eyes set on Bianca in disbelief.

“I am not anyone’s puppet,” Bianca said, taking a step back as Ferko tried to grab one of her boots.

Her voice had been like the chill of a winter storm, biting and unforgiving. It made my stomach twist with apprehension. Though, maybe, I felt sick because of the pungent smell of blood that clogged the air.

As Ferko lay dying, Bianca turned to me. “Are you alright?”

I nodded.

Hurried steps sounded down the long hall outside the door.

Bianca’s head jerked back. She glanced over her shoulder. “Someone’s coming. You have to get out of here!”

“How?” I asked in a tone full of desperation.

Her eyes darted around as she seemed to think of a way out. Her mouth opened and closed hopelessly. Panic etched her features.

“I’m not sure,” she said. “There’s a door, though I don’t know where it leads.”

Despite her shaky knowledge, she ran toward the back of the long room and opened a door at the far corner. It opened to a narrow room lined with bookshelves. There was no way out. It was no more than a closet.

“What?” Bianca appeared confused as if she had expected an exit.

She slammed the door and ran to the other side of the room, opened another door. The same sight greeted us.

The steps sounded closer, now there were voices, too.

She glanced toward the stained glass window, then toward a chair. She pulled it out from under the table, picked it up, and aimed it toward the window.

“Don’t you dare,” a calm voice spoke from the small, bookshelf-lined room we’d just checked. A figure stepped out. It was an older woman with cropped, silver hair. She wore a severe-looking dress and expression. I held up my dagger.

“Loretta!” Bianca exclaimed. “Please don’t...”

“Don’t what?” she asked, appearing calm, even as her eyes traveled the length of Bianca’s bloody uniform.

“He needs to... needs to get out of here.” Bianca set the chair down. “Please help him.”

Without hesitation, the woman nodded. “This way.” She pointed toward the small room with no exit.

I frowned.

“There is a passage,” Loretta said. “Come on.”

I turned toward Bianca. “What about you?” 

“I need to stay, deal with this.”

I shook my head.

“She’ll be alright,” Loretta said with a certainty that didn’t belong in a moment like this.

“You get out of here.” Bianca grabbed my arm and shook it. “Promise.” When I didn’t answer, she urged again. “Promise me!”

“I promise,” I said, then walked into the small room with Loretta.

As the woman closed the door to the room, Bianca stood on the other side. Then her blood-soaked figure disappeared, and everything went dark.

There was a click, followed by the sound of wood sliding, then Loretta guided me through the dark, narrow passages and out of the White Palace.

TO BE CONTINUED...

Get notified to learn when White Bishop releases.

-  -

[image: image]




    
        Don't miss the next book. Get notified!

        Join my Exclusive Reader' Group


Follow me on Amazon

Thank you for reading

I hope you enjoyed Black Knight and will leaving a review on Amazon. Reviews are extremely helpful for readers and authors. Your review can be as short as “I really enjoyed this book.” :)

To connect with me for news, giveaways and more, join my Facebook Group.







        

    


  	
	    
	      Also by Ingrid Seymour

	    

      
	    
          
	      Other Vampire Court Books

          
        
          
White Pawn


Black Pawn


White Rook


Black Rook


White Knight


Black Knight


White Bishop

Black Bishop

White Queen

Black Queen

Checkmate

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      


Love Harry Potter? Read…

Freshman Witch


Sophomore Witch

Junior Witch


Senior Witch





  Love urban fantasy and Cassandra Clare? Read…

Keeper


Ripper


Weaver


 


Love romance and magic? Read…

Blazing Magic


Dazzling Fire




Burning Darkness





Love romance and dragons? Read…

Luminous


Nebulous


Perilous








Watch for more at Ingrid Seymour’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


  	
    
	    
	      [image: Ingrid Seymour]
	    

	  
	    



About the Author

        
            Ingrid Seymour is the author of Ignite The Shadows (Harper Voyager, August 2015). When she's not writing books, she spends her time cooking exotic recipes, hanging out with her family and working out. She writes young adult and new adult fiction in a variety of genres, including Sci-Fi, urban fantasy, romance, paranormal and horror. Her favorite outings involve a trip to the library or bookstore where she immediately gravitates toward the YA section. She's an avid reader and fangirl of many amazing books. She is a dreamer and a fighter who believes perseverance and hard work can make dreams come true. She lives in Birmingham, AL with her husband, two kids and a cat named Ossie.



	  
    

cover.jpeg
INGRID SEYMOUR





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





