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leavin' her to her fate. Or give her a mercy killin', if vou can stomach it."

A snort. "I doubt vou'll have any issues doin' that."

"You're the prison healer," the woman said angril1,. "It's your job to

help her."

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

Kiva barelv heard his depalting footsteps over the pounding in her

ears. Her heart was beating unnaturally fast. Dangerousfi fast.

Part olher knerv she should be concerned about her state, but that

part couldn't do anything, couldn't even think beyond the all-consuming

agony blazing throughout her body.

A stream of curse words penetrated her pain, followed by a calloused

hand snaking behind her neck and hauling her roughly upw-ard, the

tumbler pressing to her lips once more.

"Drink," ordered the woman, Ibrcine u,ater into Kirra's mouth. "Il
you want to live, you need to drink."

Kiva tried to follow the command, chokinu on the liquid, all the

lvhile wondering why. If this was livine, surely she r.vas better offdead. A

mercy killing, the man had said. Kiva w'anted that-a quick end to the

flaming hell, the gaping hole in her heart gone forever.

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

Blue-gold eyes flashed across her mind once more, the fleeting image

spiking a different kind of torture, before it was gone again.

"Damn it, Kiva, drin.k," came the angry female r.oice.

But Kiva couldn't drink any more. Shivers began to rack her {rame,

fire lvarring with ice. Sweat coated her skin even as she trembled from

the sudden cold, but when a blanket was thrown over her, she w-him-

pered and begged for it to be taken away.

Too hot.

Too cold.

Too mucir.
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the next fer,v days. \\'e har.e to wean,vou offit sloi,r,i-v, or vour organs lvili
shut dor,r,n. l)o you understand what I'm sal.ing?"

"Talking snakes," Kiva said dreamil1,, stumbling as she r,r,as tor,rre(l

out into the sunshine. She raised her hand and srinned at the rainborv

colors all around her. "Prettv da,v."

T'he snake spat a nasi-v -"r,ord, then said through clenched teeth,

"Kirra, it's me. Cresta. Pull vourself together."

Cresl a.

\ot a snake. then.

But close.

Cresta \bss. The name elicited feelings of resentment and fear in

Kiva, accompanied b), images of a muscular young woman lvirh mat-

ted red hair. hazel eyes, arrd a serpent tattoo inked down the side of her

iace. She \vas a quarrier at Zalindo\', someone Kiva had knorvn for over

fir-e \ears. Someone u,ho lrad openll.despised Kiva {br thrise fir..e years.

Sorneonc rvho r,r,,as the leaclcr of the prison rebels, loyal to Kiva's sister,

Zuleeka Corentine, the nou-queen o{'Evalon sitting atop a stolen throne

after l-ravins taken everYthing lrom Kiva. Evervthinc- and evervone.

"Bad snake." Kiva murnbled, trl.ing to lree herself fi'om Cresta's

artn. "Co '\va\-."

"Stop that," Cresta said, tiehtening her urip and guiding Kiva oif
the grarrel onto the dead urzrss, heading tor,r'ard the domed stone building

at the center of the srounds. "\bu l,r,on't last the dav r.vithout me."

"\'Vill too." Kiva stumbled again as she navisated the dried clumps

uncierf,oot, the colors continuing to srvirl in her r.ision, bounclng offthe
Iimestone perimeter lvalls surrounding them in the distance. "Or u'on't.

Doesn't matter."

"Do vou even hear yourseil?" Cresta asked as the1. skirted a large

crater dug out of the earth, something that snaege d Kir.a's hazv atten-

tion. It took eflbrt to summon the memorv. hor,r,.the natchtor,ver had

-.TLdrd and crumHed dorn
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an\.thing was her choice was laughable. l-or ten years in Zalindor,,, she'd

lived by the choices of others, fighting to survive, day after day. lVhen

she'd finally tasted freedom, the decisions she'd made had done nothing

but lead her right back to where she'd started, after losing more than

she'd ever imasined possible.

The hole in her heart gar.e a pang, not even the angeldust could

rnask it completely.

"\,{ake no mistake, I don't care about you," Cresta went on merci-

lessly. "But you saved n-ry lile once, and because of that, I o'uve you a

blood debt. So you're going to sun'ive today, and you're going to sur-

vive tomorrow, and you're going to keep on surviving until those sods-

damned drugs are out of your system. After that, you can decide what

the hell yolr $,ant to do u,ith yourself. Live or die, you'll be out of m,v

hands. But until then, you'll listen to me. And I'm telling you to buck up

and prepare yourself for the worst day of your life."

Kiva was so distracted by Cresta's speech that she hadn't realized

thev'd arrived at the domed building and n ere lining up with the other

inmates, all readying to descend tire ladder shaft down into the tunnels.

SLruggling to maintain a steady stream of thought, Kiva murmured,

"\\'hr.' are vou l-rere?"

Cresta made a frustrated sound. "I just told you."

Kiva shook her fuzzy head. She must not have been given the same

amount of angeldust that had kept her mostly unconscious for the last

fe."v weeks, the lower dosage affording her enough lucidity to ask, her

words heavily slurred, "No, why aren't you in the quarry?"

There was a moment of hesitation before Cresta anslvered, "Rooke

chane'ed my r,vork allocation after the riot. He didn't like that I'd sur-

vived for so lonp, so now I'm a tunneler, facine an exhaustins and inevi-

table death."

Sir months Cresta would have. A yea,r at the most. That was the fate

ol a Zalindov tunneler.

-lEnF Kisa $are4 m-t}
srr. Sqlldhrb€(nElrn
fuq-rr n6zrs1a,. she difui
.lNt---.-rrp 

a boredar
fu fu rtr-d grass tor *c thzt

& a pir cf Suads rrrrE rr

dqufr'rn arcoangular
a b-rur're mcssed rp I

ru in frm ofthcm rl;qfpez

H h So dthc hddtrsl Ar r

o zll, =Thint dsmertiry in

&rr*.r lhrbrchi'n Hdd
TS-
A frggr- rrFrrr.l- of tbe frcc

Er,smfud. caunryfuFini
T-: r,EpcalEdrhe Suad
"{h nry at a - ^,- lCrE

Lanlllg=

f,.ira nodded &I[t.- hE h
h r n renr tir_ iryc
&aelC.csfoffihfur
r-r Thryloc5rto $e a'ar
r5.

he rcu'iiin h-- hi d

ryft tfo- hcr hanrlc rcactcdl
ThE rtrc tslo Ldd.'s bo

fufrs- CrcsalEpth
m-furu b fu firsr ptuftrm,
tqr"'FEd=qafurmgp
qliam'r,r-ag@-l
hEEd rrrlrn dse $.linE



eqs ]eq] er?.\\E.,(1en8zrr Lluo'8urqlou Iiurlaag'as1a euoaruos ot pr,-':

-aq ieqlfr sE spuBrl req peqf,le^\ EAr)'tuJura8z-rnocua larnb Eurr:'-

-rnlu elsar3 qlrm (urroJlr?1d 
"rar3z ru;ogleld '8unr -rege Sunr 'peddels ';-

u^\oq 'sJeppEIJo IJS lxou eql o] uo uJrl] 'uroglzld tsru aqt o1 u,\\op ',:

eq] IIE '"raq qlr.u paureureJ puz esnuo;d req rdel Elsorl) ']sJg Jrll puJ,r:-'

o1 ue8aq EAry se pue 'aprs .l,q eprs pelloq srJppr?l o.\\l eJe.{\ oJOqI

'sliun-r lelJru eq] roJ peqf,Eer spueq raq eurr] Jrll

Le.tte lr Eurdaa.r,rs lsnple8uz aqt 'lse1 l,uplp 11 1nq 'raq urqlrm esor orrl

\utfofuaara.u.(aq; 'uellzJ p.eqs reJ .troq 'se,u eqs oq,\\ 
^r.r1 

orqa 'r,,...

-asnrue rllr.^,{ 8unlf,}e.nt sprenfi aq}'p"re.uro3 raq pappo"rd EtserD sE r.l
rr^\o rar{ ra,ro paddrrl aqg 'lq8r1 ,.llqrssodur 'arur1 eurzs eql tE r'

'sraplnoqs rer{ roJ ,t.reeq oo} Eurlea3 puaq req i(1np pappou p-\rl

..'no.( opL-

lqEr"r aq II,I ',(oq oql .roJ ]l oC[,, 'prES E]saJD ,,'erur1 e 1e 8un; eu6..

'ElseJD pup 
"^r) 

pJE.\,\o] Sur,re,u 'p.ren8 eq] peleedal ,,'JxJ^\..
',\{JuE qoJq] ol uBeq JerI ur ured aql Sursnec 'prl- s E.\.\

sso-rtrE pozelq,(oq peqroor-de8 'pareg-rplro{ aqt3o {roruaur {li8o; y
ddry

.r'tulq JoJ uo ploH 'rurq s^ol no^'Jollnls ., .

qtr^^. euo aql ,(oq aqa 'noi ol luetrodrur fiurqlauros 30 {ulqJ,,, 'ppe .

perrrnq aqs 'aoej s!?Ar) uo {ool IUEIq aq} }v (.'sroppul aql3o oE IJI I.u, :

'op noL Jelalerl.lt. ln[., 'U"qs eq] o]ur pa:zaddu srp LuoqlJo luo{ rrr stllr - .

-ur orll se L1]uaS:n prES EtsorC ,,',rtou lqlirr dn pesseru er,noL 
^\ou{ I..

'quEO eql ur eloq "rzlnliueller E uro{ }no Eur-'i, -'

srappel .Io los E pJ?r\ol s;auosrrd Surraqsn e-ra.,r,r. sp"rznS3o rrud E r.rll,

'.tiurppnq aqlJo qtnou eqt parlrerr p..(aqr l"qt ees ot sser8 peep eqr rlr, .

dn 1oo1 o] EAr) Fursnec 'ecro,r elzru Eurpunos-peJoq E eureJ ,,'xa-q..
'JLuEIq oJ SEr\\ fsnplaEuz 3tl1 {ulq} l,uplp eqs 'uosea.r etuos rol

'erel olJlesreq iiurrq l(uplnoJ aqs lnq 'per+rJrel uJOq o,\u q plnoqs JLIq

'rel"eq uosrrd oql "ra8uol ou sr?,t\ eqs leql ,,,tou 'pa.rzqs E^r) etEJ y

31-2J er{l sB,^ l€qJ 'lsoru Jtp rE n

-r^eur pu? Surlsnzrfxe rre SuLlEl

-rns pcl ]Eql e{I }.upTp rH -Lq

3>loo-l{,, tperartsue sLsalc arc_tr

,,;l:rznb aqr rrl r-r

-raq '4se o1 ,(]rprcnl q8noua -u

lsul 3r{} roJ snorlsuof,rm -{Lrou

eulus eql ua,rr€ ueaq e-luq rou l

--'n(LrPIol El

'permurmu enry 'lq8noqr3o u
'sleuunl aql olul tllrop uztF rJ

reqlo or{} r{lpt dn 8unq axl{ I

Pezrlear 1,uP3q eqs lgtlr qJ3il

--'3:JJI Jno.r

dn lcnq o1 nod Srrrner E.I prt-
iu-r;o 1no eq 1,noi. 'arp ro a.u-

leq^ eprf,ap uze no-('reqr llg
-spoF asoqt pltm Sulrrrrn-" uo

-Jns 01 Suro8 a"r,noi pue :izpr

z nor( a/lao I ']eql Jo ssnEJ3q

-r3Jeur uo luo ^. 
EISJJC -'noi t

plnof, tsnplo8ue arp uJ-r3 to,tr

uzqt eJou 8urso1 JaUE p;rt-rE

Surqtou euop peq eputu PJS
ueq6 "(zp 

"rat3e ,izp 'a-ur-rn-:

p,aqs 
"roputwzul 

sJEe^ u;rl ro



i":

\\ as moving downr,r..ard, that her muscles were burning, that the air r,r,,as

becoming stale and chilled.

Tipp. She r,vould hold on 1or Tipp.

Even if, after u.hat he'd discovere d, a{ter r,r,hat she 'd done, hc. surely

hated her nor.v.

,\n asonized sound left Kiva. and Clesta kroked or.cr in alarm. But

then thev stepped ofl- the fina1 ladder. causins reliei to flood the other

eirl's erpression.

Safe. They rvere safe.

But they also r,r,eten't.

Because before Kir.a could catch her breath. she r,vas being pushed

dorvn a luminium-lit tunnel alier a line of prisoners, all shul11ing aiong

like ants. -\ distant feeling of panic hit her. rhe claustrophobia familiar

bur nrnted hv the anp-eldust.

The last time she'd been here. she hadn't been r'vith other prisoners.

But she hacln't been alonc, either.

Blue-gold eycs. A hoverinu, masical flarnc. A perlbct snor'vblossom.

Thrs time the dmgs didn't force the image alvav Kir.'a did.

She couidn't think of rvhat had happened then.

She couldn't think oI him.

A sloshing sound caught her attention and drer,r,.her gaze dor,vnrvard,

the earth turning to mud, then shallolr, I,vater, becoming knee-deep the

further thev r.r''aiked. When the prisoners \\,ere ordered to halt by one ot'

the suprcrvisine euards, Kiva found that a pickaxe had been shoved into

her hands somewhere along the journey. She tested tlie lveiuht, r,r'ar,-inq it

before her like a sr'r,ord.

Caidon had shor,vn her horv to do that, trerining her lr-ith a r'vooden

practice blade.

Kiva closed her e\.es and forced that memorv awa\! too, allor,vine the

anseldust to subdue her reignited pain. Slie dropped her arms, tryins to

remember where she was, wh), she !\ras there, lvhat she had to do.
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