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The Order of the Visya, as decreed by the Nine Divine and recorded in the Conoscenza, the Book of the Gods


The Order of the Corpsoma: Physical Affinities

Zeluus: Strength Affinity

Anima: Life and Death Affinity

The Order of the Dultra: Elemental Affinities

Incend: Fire Affinity

Caeli: Air Affinity

Terra: Earth Affinity

Auqin: Water Affinity

The Order of the Espri: Mind, Emotion, and Sensation Affinities

Sensainos: Sensation and Emotion Affinity

Persi: Persuasion Affinity

Saj: Studiers of Magic






Iliana

The scent of death hung heavy over Dunmeaden, thick in the air like the smoke that lingered, a constant cloud cover settling between the peaks of the Malas.

‘You would think the Auqin would have found a way to douse the fires,’ Penelope had complained after a particularly grueling shift. It had been no small struggle for Iliana to refrain from rolling her eyes at her fellow healer as they restocked the herbs.

‘It’s not the buildings that still burn,’ she’d muttered in retort. ‘It’s the bodies.’

Just over a week since the attack, and still the burial rites continued. Iliana was surprised there was anyone left to burn in the sacred ceremonies. Not with the way Kakos had set their capital – her home – ablaze.

A once formidable city, with sections now reduced to mere ash in hours. Ash that crunched beneath her boots now as she walked to work.

Ash, and debris, and bone, most likely. She tried not to dwell on it. It did no good to fixate on the dead when her skills were so desperately needed to attend to those still living. How the infirmary – more home than her own once she’d earned her healer’s tunic – had escaped the wrath of Kakos, she didn’t know, but she thanked Mora for it daily.

Iliana rolled her shoulders as she stepped through the thick wooden doors that marked the entryway to the infirmary. It had grown quieter, the screams of pain brought forth by the Anima both desperately fighting death and hastening its arrival having lessened as the time stretched on. Her footsteps echoed on the stone floor as she made her way to the steel basin at the back of the hall, rinsing her hands before setting about to prepare for her shift. Penelope appeared moments later, fingers caked with blood. She gave Iliana a curt nod as she approached the basin, scrubbing at her skin with a vengeance.

‘A loss?’ Iliana asked softly, her head tilting as she took in the tense set of the healer’s shoulders.

‘No,’ Penelope gritted out.

Iliana bit the inside of her cheek as she watched the water run red.

The healer turned off the faucet and braced her hands on the edge of the basin, glaring down at the dirty water. ‘It just … seems pointless for the goddess to spare them,’ Penelope murmured, her knuckles going white with her tight grip. ‘They’re going to die anyway. We all are.’

‘Watch your tongue.’

Suja’s voice, sharp in a way it had never been before the attack, startled them both. Iliana whirled to see the healer glaring at Penelope, no trace of her usual softness to be found. ‘Such words are a disgrace to the gifts Mora has blessed you with,’ Suja snapped. ‘These people have enough to weather without adding your dark mood to it.’

Iliana’s hand clenched around the gauze she’d been rolling as Penelope straightened her shoulders, her chin jutting forward. Iliana waited for her acerbic retort, but Penelope merely shook her head, tears springing to her eyes as she shouldered past Suja and stomped down the hall.

Suja huffed, her lips pressing in a tight line as she moved toward the supply shelves.

‘She lost her sister, you know,’ Iliana murmured, her eyes fixed on where Penelope had disappeared. ‘In the attacks. She’s not herself.’

Suja’s brow furrowed as she yanked a jar of herbs toward her. ‘We all lost someone.’

Iliana opened her mouth only to close it. She had been lucky – her parents had fled and had remained unharmed. But Suja …

There was a reason she had been spending her hours in this infirmary.

Most of the Dyminara were dead, and the rest …

Well, the rest would face trial for their treason, and would likely be dead in a fortnight. No one quite knew how Kakos’s evil had seeped into the queen’s elite guard, how the Dyminara had turned their backs on their kingdom and joined the Kakos soldiers in the attack. But there were rumors.

There were always rumors.

‘It does not change that there is work we must do,’ Suja continued through clenched teeth, and Iliana wondered if she was trying to convince herself of the matter rather than her.

The words were similar to what the High Priestess, Hyacinth, had said in the days following the attack, when she addressed the people from the heart of the ruins. She’d taken the throne just two days after Kakos had retreated.

For stability, Hyacinth had said.

For obedience to the Divine.

For Tala.

‘For her own personal gain,’ Suja had spat when Iliana had asked her thoughts on the matter.

Perhaps. But what did that matter in the light of what they faced? Tala was at war. Their queen was dead. And the Second Saint?

Well, no one quite knew what to believe with regards to her. After what was found in the throne room, even the High Priestess couldn’t quell the whispers that were winding through Dunmeaden like the tendrils of smoke Iliana couldn’t seem to escape.

A dark saint.

A pawn of Kakos.

A murderer.

Our destruction.

It hurt to hear them. Iliana had been in the crowd when the saint was sanctified. She had watched that storm of light eradicate the dark of night. She had felt that hope swell in her chest with each bolt of lightning the saint had sent into the sky. She wanted to believe Hyacinth – had found herself nodding along to the High Priestess’s fervent rejection of these rumors, the crown of granite heavy on her head as she shook her fist and yelled, ‘Let us be wary of the true enemy! It is Kakos who destroyed your homes! Kakos who has your Saint!’

Kakos, Hyacinth had declared, aided by the Queen’s treasonous Enforcer.

No one had seen Will Castell since the attack, but it didn’t stop people from repeating the accusations Hyacinth had flung with red-flushed cheeks.

Treason. Manipulation. Murder.

It was rumored his own father didn’t argue in his favor. Apparently, he found his son entirely capable of committing such acts.

Iliana wasn’t sure what to believe. Neither possibility boded well for Tala. Either the saint was no saint at all, or she was, and she had fallen into the hands of those who could – and would – only cause her harm.

Perhaps the Enforcer had partnered with the Heretic King from Trahir.

There were claims he wielded Incend fire in the battle.

A Visya king is an affront to the gods. Another pawn of Kakos, people swore. But it made no sense. He and his soldiers had been fighting on the front lines for Dunmeaden. He had saved their city. They both had.

‘Where’s your head, Iliana?’ Suja asked, thrusting Iliana back into the present.

She swallowed, her thumb smoothing over the gauze in her hand. ‘Do you believe what people are saying? About the Enforcer aiding in the Saint’s capture?’

Suja’s brown eyes narrowed, her lips parting in response, but a shout rang out from down the hallway.

‘Sir, calm yourself! Sir!’

Suja spun on her heel and took off, Iliana just behind her. They reached the room at the far end of the hall, where a healer was hunched over the bed, his hands planted firmly on the chest of an older man who was thrashing in the sheets.

‘Sir, please!’ the healer begged. ‘It’s okay; you’re okay!’

The man’s brown eyes were wide, his olive skin wan as he jerked his head from side to side. Suja surged forward, pushing the attending healer out of the way as she gripped the man’s hands.

‘Callias,’ she urged, her voice soft yet demanding. ‘Callias, you are safe. You are safe. No one is here to harm you, Callias.’

It took Iliana a moment to realize whose room they had raced into – to stop focusing on readying her power, on intervening – and instead see not a faceless patient, but a man who she had been sure would never wake again.

But he had.

Iliana’s heart stuttered in her chest as Callias Veliri blinked, the fog in his eyes clearing as he fixed his gaze on Suja.

‘Where is my daughter?’ he croaked, his eyes darting across the room. ‘Where is Aya?’




Aya

Perhaps unconsciousness was a blessing. The thought followed Aya as she rose to the surface of her mind, just barely able to make out the blinding light of the horizon, only to be forced into darkness again.

Perhaps unconsciousness was a blessing.

There was no pain here. No heavy sensation of Evie’s affinity suffocating her own power. No gleeful laughter as the Diaforaté, Andras, beat her into submission.

The saint liked to vary her methods. She played with Aya, no better than a bored cat with a mouse caught between its claws. She’d let her awaken, that vise grip still locked around her power. She’d force water into Aya’s mouth, would threaten to drown her from the inside out if she did not swallow.

Aya considered letting her.

Because yes, perhaps unconsciousness was a blessing, but perhaps death would be even more so.

Yet Evie wouldn’t allow it. That undeniable power would seep through the remains of her shattered shield until it was controlling Aya’s very body.

Sip.

Swallow.

Sip.

Swallow.

Live.

And then, when Evie was satisfied, back under Aya would go. She never knew how it would happen. Evie’s power. Andras’s fists. All she knew was that it would come: a touch of affinity that slowed her pulse or swept air from her lungs until she fainted, a fist cuffing her face, a foot cracking her ribs, fingers strangling her throat.

She welcomed it. If not death, then at least this darkness was its own sort of solace.

But then the nightmares began.

The awkward bulge of Tova’s neck, broken and twisting her head at an unnatural angle, swam across her vision no matter the dream.

Aya was in her room, carving a fresh block of wood as her mother’s voice carried a song from the kitchen, and –

There.

Tova, in the corner, mouth open in a lost scream, skin ashen in death.

She was running through the woods with Tyr, the cold air of the Malas stinging her cheeks, a grin on her face as she accelerated. Her foot caught on a branch, and she stumbled and –

There.

Tova, dead at her feet.

She was in Will’s bed, moaning in pleasure and lost in the feeling of his hands, euphoric as she finished. She drifted off, warm and sated, only to awake some time later, hand searching the space beside her for Will, and –

There.

Tova, head unnaturally cocked on the pillow, staring unseeingly at her in the dark.

There.

There.

There.

It was the tenth time, it was the hundredth time, when Lena’s eyes appeared, glinting across the darkness of her mind.

‘It’s your fault, you know,’ her fellow Dyminara’s voice echoed somewhere in the recesses of her dreams.

Of course she knew.

‘Tova … it’s going to be okay … tell me you won’t use your power …’

‘Me. Tova. The Dyminara. The Athatis wolves. Our people. Our queen. Your mother. All dead because of you.’

Aya blinked, and the Persi stood before her, blood staining her brown skin as it dripped from the left corner of her mouth. ‘The Second Saint, come to abolish darkness.’ A laugh cracked from Lena’s chest, and that blood sprayed from her lips with the force of her scorn. ‘When will the realm realize the truth, do you suppose?’

Lena staggered a step forward, and then another, until she was right before Aya, her hands fisting in the fabric of her shirt. Aya tried to jerk away, but her feet were anchored, held in place by …

There.

Tova, her fingers locked around Aya’s ankles, her grip iron even in death.

‘You are no saint,’ Lena hissed, her body swaying into Aya’s space, her face so close Aya could smell the iron that coated her teeth. ‘You are not chosen. You are nothing.’

There was a hand on her throat, and Aya tried to wrench it away, but she couldn’t grasp it. Not here in her dreams.

‘You are nothing,’ Lena said again. But it wasn’t Lena. It was Evie, her face haloed by the sun. Distantly, Aya could hear the waves crashing against the side of their stolen skiff.

That hand clenched tighter, and Aya’s lungs burned.

Nothing.

Nothing.

Nothing.

Her vision went dark, her mind sliding toward unconsciousness again, until there was –

Nothing.




Part One



THE DARK SAINT




1

The Conoscenza spoke of the darkness of one’s spirit as a demon to be battled. A fate to be avoided. A thing to be destroyed.

For Will, it had long been a threat that lingered within him, try as he might to rid himself of it. But as he crouched behind the thick trunk of an evergreen somewhere in the southeastern range of the Malas, cloaked in the black of night, the darkness stirring in his soul was no longer his enemy.

It wasn’t even a friend.

The darkness was him.

For once, he relished it.

Will crept forward, his steps silent as he approached the guard settled against the tree a few paces away. The man’s back was turned to him, his gaze fixed on the clearing just beyond where they stood.

Will’s arm wrapped around the soldier’s chest as he yanked him away from the tree trunk, his other dragging a knife across the man’s throat. The guard’s surprised gasp dissolved into a garble of air and blood.

He was dead before Will could lower him to the ground.

A rustle sounded to Will’s left. He could just barely make out another choked-off sound, followed by the soft thud of a body being lowered to the forest floor.

Aidon had found his mark, then. Good.

Will continued forward, his grip tightening on his knife as he moved through the thinning trees toward the clearing. He was close enough to make out the flickering light of a fire.

Raucous, drunken laughter erupted from the soldiers gathered around the pit – eight, Will counted, all dressed in the deep navy of the Kakos soldiers who had invaded Dunmeaden.

Just as Aidon’s scouting had confirmed.

Will glanced to his left, finding the king behind a towering pine. He held up his hand.

Wait.

Aidon nodded his assent.

Will crouched low as he crept closer, his gaze scanning the far side of the clearing until he found two gleaming eyes staring back at him through the darkness.

Will inhaled.

Dipped his chin.

Now.

Tyr attacked.

Screams erupted across the clearing as the wolf descended on the unsuspecting soldiers, sending them scrambling across the logs and weapons they’d lazily shed. Will threw himself into the fray, his knife finding the back of the closest soldier in the span of a single breath. Aidon was mere paces from him, his sword glinting in the firelight as he slit the throat of the nearest soldier.

Another lunged for Will, but he held out a hand, sending a pulse of power toward her. Her shrieks pierced the air as she dropped and thrashed across the ground, her hands scratching at her throat as Will’s affinity mimicked suffocation. Aidon’s blade silenced her a moment later.

Will found another mark, and another, and gods, it was almost too easy with Tyr tearing into muscle and bone, with Aidon’s sword slicing through flesh, with Will and his knife and his power and his rage.

It was over almost as soon as it started.

‘Search the tent,’ Will ordered before he threw his knife at the retreating figure of the last remaining soldier. He relished the thud his blade made as it lodged into the man’s shoulder, sending him careening to the ground. Will was on him in the next instant, tugging his knife out and flipping the man so he could hold it to his throat as he pinned him to the ground.

‘Where is she?’

The man gasped and wheezed, his eyes hazy with alcohol and terror. ‘Who?’

Will pressed the knife harder to his skin, his affinity surging forward. It was nothing to obliterate the man’s shield – to send pain pulsing through him. Perhaps he was a newer Diaforaté who hadn’t yet mastered his raw power. Perhaps he was an ordinary Visya, bound to a single affinity.

Or perhaps, Will’s fury had unleashed his power in a way he had never truly allowed before.

The man let out a keening scream, and Will tightened his grip in his shirt, tugging his torso off the ground.

‘The Second Saint. Where is she?’

‘We don’t have her! We don’t … we don’t have any prisoners! I don’t know anything! I don’t know anything!’

‘Liar,’ Will gritted out. The man sobbed as another wave of his power washed over him.

‘Will.’ Aidon’s voice rang out as he emerged from the flaps of the tent empty-handed. He gave a grave shake of his head. ‘Nothing.’

Will knew; he knew they wouldn’t find her here. But to find nothing …

Will turned back to the man. His eyes were wide, frantic even, as he wrapped his fingers around Will’s wrist, tugging uselessly. ‘See!’ he gasped. ‘We don’t have her; we don’t –’

His words died as Will slit his throat.

The silence in its wake was deafening, the crackle and pop of the wood in the dying fire muted beneath the blood roaring in his ears. Will released his hold on the man, his chest heaving as the soldier dropped to the ground.

He sat back on his heels, jaw clenched as he stared down at the man’s prone figure, watching as blood pooled beneath him.

Another dead end.

Just over two weeks he’d been searching, and all he had to show for it was another fucking dead end.

He flinched as Aidon’s hand, warm and firm, fell on his shoulder. ‘We’ll find her,’ he murmured.

Will closed his eyes for the span of a breath.

In.

Out.

His gaze found Tyr. Blood dripped from his maw, but it was his eyes, fury-bright in the fading light of the fire, that had him pushing to his feet. His body ached, his muscles screaming in protest.

Where are you?

He needed rest – they all did. But they couldn’t. Not yet.

Where are you?

He had to find her.

He was going to find her.

Where are you?

‘Burn them,’ he muttered to Aidon. He turned his back on the bodies littered throughout the clearing. ‘Burn them all.’




2

Aidon had spent many long nights in his youth envisioning his future, vacillating between yearning to lead and crumbling beneath the weight of his birthright, all while suffocating slowly beneath the secret he had been desperate to keep.

He’d imagined a thousand different scenarios, all laid out like chess pieces on a board that he attempted to strategize his way through, so none could take him by surprise. And yet the future had anyway. Because in all of those scenarios he’d run through, in all of his battle plans and contingencies, he’d never imagined this.

Fleeing.

Hiding.

‘Run,’ Aleissande had said as soon as his flame had ceased. The Diaforaté’s charred corpse hadn’t even hit the ground yet. But Aidon had already registered the look of horror on Josie’s face as she realized what he’d done to save her – as his troops realized what their king had just revealed in the heat of battle.

Aleissande’s hand had curled around his forearm and tugged. ‘Run, Aidon!’

He’d never heard fear in his general’s voice before. And so he’d done exactly as she commanded: he’d let the chaos of the battle hide him, and he’d run. His cowardice had driven him through the city, up the steep paths toward the palace. He’d thought, if nothing else, he could lend himself to his friends one final time.

But he’d been too late.

Tova was dead. Aya was gone. And Will …

Will had been standing over Gianna’s body, a vacant look in his eyes that still hadn’t vanished, even now. It had been enough to snap Aidon out of his own daze, enough to have his instincts come roaring back to life.

‘We can’t be here,’ he’d gritted out, bodily tugging Will away from the carnage. If they were found in the room with a dead monarch and her general and a member of her Dyminara, people would assume the worst.

At least, that’s what logic had whispered in his ear.

He’d chosen to see it as just that: his battle sense rearing its head in the midst of a fight the two of them would not be able to win. But tonight, he wondered, not for the first time, if it had been fear. Fear was, after all, the master of deception. It paraded as logic. As reason. As justice.

Even as love.

‘We’re a few days’ ride from the Druswood,’ Will muttered from where he knelt before a meager fire, picking up on a conversation – or perhaps argument was a better word for it – they’d been weaving in and out of for days. Will’s eyes narrowed as he scanned the stolen map he’d spread on the floor of the cave. Aidon didn’t fail to notice that he hadn’t bothered to wash the blood from his skin.

Aidon tipped his head back, the rock rough against his spine as he sat against the cave wall. He shut his eyes and exhaled slowly. The pressure in his head was getting worse. It had started as a prickle of pain between his eyes, but now, it was sharp enough to make his jaw clench as it pulsed in time with his heartbeat.

It was almost enough to distract from the way he shivered in the cold. Damn the northern climate’s refusal to bend to summer.

‘I still think we’d be better off going to Cullway to secure a skiff,’ he managed to mutter. ‘The mountains have provided us generous cover. Without it, we’d be dead by now.’

The Talan port sat to the north. It would be backtracking in a way, but Aidon liked their chances of approaching the Midlands by boat rather than on horseback. Will, on the other hand, preferred to be thorough. Aidon suspected he might search every damn crevice of the realm if he could.

But even Will had come to terms with the impossibility of such a thing. He had sent Akeeta ahead of them to scour the peaks and valleys of the Malas they could not reach – not without wasting precious time.

There’d been no sign of his bonded in over a week.

‘Cullway is a four-day journey in the wrong direction,’ Will argued as he frowned at the map. ‘It’s faster to cross through the Druswood and head further east to Colmur. It’s inland enough that there’s a good chance it hasn’t been overrun by Kakos.’

A good chance, but not a certainty.

Kakos had invaded Sitya, the southernmost Midlands port, weeks ago. From what Aidon could garner, the port was functioning as a base of sorts for the Kakos forces. It had been Midlands’ ships they’d sailed to Milsaio, to Tala, too, entering somewhere south of Dunmeaden to maintain the element of surprise as they marched on the city.

As Gianna let them march on the city.

And yet, there was still so much they didn’t know, even now that they’d found lone contingents of the Kakos army.

Found, questioned, and killed.

They’d hardly gotten any answers.

How large were their forces? Where had they retreated to when they left Dunmeaden? He and Will hadn’t seen a trace of a Kakos soldier until they’d reached the southern part of Tala, and even then, the platoons had been far and few between, as if they’d been miscellaneously placed in the region.

It didn’t make any sense. If Kakos was planning to continue to wage this war, why scatter their forces like this? Why not attack as a united front?

It rankled Aidon, not having all the pieces to this puzzle. His mind was crafted for strategy, for looking at the pieces on the board and calculating the next move. But he didn’t know how to play the game like this – how to strategize when he couldn’t even see the available spaces. It was why he’d insisted on keeping every scrap of parchment they found in the camps they’d raided. He’d hoped one would give him an inkling of an idea of what Kakos had planned.

So far, he’d found nothing.

‘There’s no indication that she’s in Colmur,’ Aidon reasoned, exhaustion seeping into his tone as he braced his elbows on his knees. The pressure in his head gave a particularly sharp pulse, and he just barely managed to control his wince before Will jerked his head toward him with a glare.

‘There’s no indication she’s fucking anywhere, which is exactly why we need to be in Colmur. I have a resource there who can help us.’ He turned back to the map, poring over it as if it had the answers, the firelight sending flickering shadows across his gaunt face. ‘They have her,’ he added quietly. ‘I know they have her.’

It was entirely possible. And if Kakos did in fact have Aya, then they needed every resource they could get. Especially if they’d taken her beyond the Midlands border and into the Southern Kingdom itself.

No one had crossed the Kakos border in years. And they’d already seen firsthand the destruction Kakos forces could bring. Rescuing Aya from their clutches would be no easy task.

And yet there was another possibility, one Aidon had tried to push from his mind because merely considering it felt like the worst sort of betrayal to his friend. It rushed forward now, the taste of his guilt bitter on his tongue, and –

Wait. No, that wasn’t his guilt he was tasting. It was blood.

Godsdammit.

Aidon drew a hand to his nose, pinching the space hard. It was the second bleed this week, and he had no disillusions as to what was causing it.

He hadn’t taken his tonic since he fled Dunmeaden over two weeks ago.

Using his power was supposed to help ease the damage the long-term use of the tonic had caused. That’s what Natali had hypothesized at least, that he could learn to use what was within him and potentially stave off the death that would come if he continued to ignore his power.

It was terribly inconvenient that this should be the first time the Saj was wrong.

He’d tested their theory a mere two days after he’d burned that Diaforaté to a crisp in Dunmeaden. He’d used his Incend affinity to burn the first camp of Kakos soldiers they found, and the effort of it had nearly rendered him unconscious. He wasn’t sure why he’d been able to save Josie’s life in Dunmeaden with his power. Perhaps his adrenaline had simply muted whatever physiological toll had followed the use of his affinity.

Either way …

He set fires the old-fashioned way, now. Not that it mattered, if his nose bleed was any indication. It seemed his affinity was intent on destroying him one way or another.

If Will noticed the way he was slowly deteriorating, he hadn’t said a word. Sometimes, Aidon wondered if he saw anything other than maps and plans and vengeance.

But Tyr … Tyr was ever watching, and his gaze fell heavily on him now, his brown eyes tracking Aidon as he tried to staunch the bleed.

The Athatis unsettled him. He had a knowing sort of look about him, as if he could read Aidon’s thoughts, even the ones he tried to ignore.

Especially the ones he tried to ignore.

‘So it’s settled then?’ Will muttered after several minutes of heavy silence. The bleeding had stopped, but Tyr still watched Aidon as he scrubbed the dried tracks from his upper lip.

The wolf blinked at him expectantly.

No. It wasn’t settled.

‘Have you considered …?’ Aidon trailed off, his jaw shifting as he turned over how to best phrase the words so they wouldn’t carry such a large sting of betrayal.

Will turned his attention from the map, his brow furrowing as he clocked Aidon’s clear discomfort. ‘Say whatever it is you need to say, Aidon.’

It wasn’t an encouragement, but a goad, perhaps even a threat, given Will parted with those as easily as an exhale. Aidon responded accordingly, his shoulders squaring as he sat up and met Will’s narrowed gaze head on.

‘She didn’t know your friends in the Dyminara escaped the fire. She didn’t know Liam freed the Athatis. She doesn’t know Tyr lives. And whatever happened in that throne room … it took one of the most important people in her life from her.’

He couldn’t stop imagining it: the grief that must have descended on Aya when Tova died. The way she would’ve blamed herself, because he knew, no matter what had unfolded in that room, that Aya would have rather died herself than let harm come to Tova.

‘Make your point,’ Will growled.

‘Perhaps she wasn’t taken, Will. Perhaps she fled.’

The words were soft, but the weight of them reverberated throughout the cave. Even the wolf went completely still, his ears pricked in careful attention.

‘You’re a fool if you believe that,’ Will finally muttered. ‘Aya would never abandon us.’ He ducked his head, as if he could hide the undercurrent of his words, but it was there all the same for Aidon to see.

Aya wouldn’t abandon me.

‘There’s been no trace of her. Not a single soldier we’ve tortured has heard a whisper of her. News would have spread by now, Will.’

‘Not if they took her to Kakos by sea,’ Will snapped. ‘Not if they kept it hidden from their own so we couldn’t find her.’

‘Taking her to Kakos would be foolish! It would bring entire armies to their doorstep –’

‘So you could see why they’d keep her whereabouts hidden!’ Will finished for him, abandoning the map as he pushed to his feet. Aidon followed, his joints aching as he stood. Seven hells, he was tired, and it was an exhaustion he hadn’t felt before. He felt drained, as if the power roiling inside of him wasn’t just content to steal his title – his birthright – but it needed his strength, too.

‘You saw the destruction in the entrance hall of the palace. The Diaforaté was dead,’ Aidon reasoned as he crossed his arms. ‘Who would have been there to take her?’

‘There could have been another,’ Will insisted.

There could have. Yet something didn’t feel right, something Aidon couldn’t put his finger on. But he knew Will felt it, too. It hung over them, a dark, cutting, intuitive nudge propelling them desperately forward, even though they did not know what awaited them.

‘You are blinded by your feelings,’ Aidon muttered.

‘And you are grasping at hypotheses that will only serve as a distraction.’

Frustration clogged Aidon’s throat, and he shook his head once, as if he could dispel it. ‘I’m just saying there are other possibilities to consider. It does her no good to get yourself killed by acting rashly.’

‘She would not abandon us!’

Will’s voice echoed throughout the cave as he took a single step toward Aidon. Tyr’s body shifted, his hackles rising as he readied himself to intervene, but Will lifted his hand to still him. He shut his eyes and sucked in a long breath.

‘Not intentionally,’ Aidon agreed softly. He stayed near the far wall of the cave. ‘But it’s possible that whatever happened in that throne room, whatever horrific thing she had to witness, made her run. Not for good,’ he added before Will could interject. ‘But in the moment, perhaps it was the only thing she could do.’

He would not blame her if that were the case. If the pressure and the grief had come crashing down on her, an impossible weight to carry. If her only way to survive was to go. He would not blame her at all.

Will tugged a hand through his hair, his fingers clenching in the strands as he shook his head. ‘She is not a coward.’

It took a moment for the words to register. By the time they had, Will had already turned back toward the fire and started on cleaning the blood from his hands with a scrap of clothing they’d stolen from one of the camps.

‘A coward,’ Aidon repeated. The word slipped down his spine, cold as ice. And yet it was heat that climbed up his cheeks and raced through his veins, a frown marring his brow as he said, ‘A coward like me, you mean.’

Will glanced over his shoulder, a single brow raising as he appraised him. ‘I didn’t realize we were talking about you, Your Majesty.’

‘But that’s what you meant, wasn’t it? She’s not a coward, because a coward runs. A coward flees. Just like I did.’

He wasn’t sure why he was surprised. It wasn’t out of character for Will to hit low and hard. For all they’d been through over the last six months – for all they’d learned to tolerate each other – they still were who they were. And Will was an expert at exploiting a weakness.

Will’s sigh was heavy as he turned to face Aidon fully. ‘That’s not at all what I meant, but it seems I’ve hit a nerve anyway.’ The corner of his mouth twitched in the ghost of the telltale smirk that had Aidon knowing whatever the next words out of Will’s mouth were, they were going to make Aidon want to hit him.

‘If you’re intent on discussing your cowardice, then I’d argue it’s not in fleeing; it’s in your recent refusal to touch your power.’

Aidon’s hand clenched at his side. ‘I told you in Milsaio. Using my power will kill me.’

‘Ignoring it doesn’t seem to be doing you any favors,’ Will retorted. He stared at Aidon for a long moment, his head cocked in careful consideration. ‘How long did you expect me to ignore the blood?’

The fucking bastard. Of course he knew.

Aidon’s jaw ached in a desperate attempt to contain his mounting anger. ‘Unless you have vials of tonic stored somewhere, I don’t know what you expected me to say.’

‘I expected you not to be so damn prideful. You know how affinities work, Aidon. You know it will feed on you if it doesn’t have a release.’

‘And releasing it only makes it feed faster,’ Aidon spat. ‘Natali said there was no guarantee that using my power would ensure my survival.’

‘And you’re, what, content to prove them right? What is this, some sort of self-flagellation for being born Visya? For something you can’t control?’

‘It’s me trying to extend my fucking life!’ Aidon shouted. ‘This power has taken everything from me. My crown. My country. My family. Forgive me if I’m desperate to cling to the last thing I have for as long as I can!’

Will stared at him in the wake of his outburst, his face unreadable. When he spoke next, his voice was calm. Measured. ‘You’re ensuring your own certain death by ignoring this. And I don’t have time for you to die.’

‘You’re a selfish bastard, you know that?’

‘I am,’ Will replied evenly. ‘But you’re not. You’ve seen exactly what we’re facing. We need your affinity.’

What Aidon wouldn’t give to land just one blow. Perhaps he would summon his Incend fire and use it to burn the pompous prick.

‘So what do you suggest?’ He’d meant there to be some bite in his words, but that exhaustion was pressing down on him, bleeding the anger from his voice as weariness settled in.

Will turned away from him, a soft groan escaping from him as he lowered himself to the cave floor. He leaned against the wall, his boots crossed at the ankle, head resting back against the rock. ‘You need to learn how to manage your power. There’s a balance to it.’ His eyes fluttered shut. ‘Luckily for you, I’ve trained my fair share of Visya. Some even more hopeless than you.’

There was no heat to the comment, only jest. And yet Aidon couldn’t bring himself to match Will’s levity.

‘We’ll start tomorrow,’ Will concluded.

Aidon remained silent, his own muscles aching as he settled on a stolen mat. He forced his eyes shut, but his mind refused to quiet as he lay there and listened to the fire crackle.

‘And if it doesn’t work?’ His question was soft. Raw. And yet the fear behind it was enough to send his heart racing.

Will was quiet for long enough that Aidon wondered if perhaps he’d fallen asleep. But when he opened his eyes, he found the Enforcer studying him, his face grave.

‘On my oath, I will put a sword in you myself before I let your affinity kill you.’ There was a weight to his words, a sincerity that Aidon was unused to hearing in Will’s voice.

Aidon dipped his chin in acceptance.

In thanks.

‘Tomorrow, then,’ he murmured. He hesitated only a moment before he extended a peace offering of his own. ‘And then we head east. To the Druswood.’
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Josie had always been drawn to nature. She observed it with an artist’s eye. Where one saw a field of green, her mind easily provided a canvas of nuanced shades: basil and emerald and pine and juniper. But as she stood on the starboard side of the ship, the Anath Sea stretching as far as she could see, there were no discernible shades. It all blended together beneath her gaze, a jumble of sea and sky, a mess of blue she couldn’t be bothered to sort through. Not when she had so many other thoughts ricocheting through her mind.

Over three weeks they’d been at sea, and there had been no sign of Kakos pursuing an attack. They’d stopped at Milsaio’s third island to gather supplies and tend to their wounded, and to ensure it remained uninvaded by Kakos.

All had been calm.

Kakos remained in the capital on the second island, and they had not made a move since Milsaio’s strategic retreat.

Josie was not well-versed in war, not like Aidon, who breathed strategy and maps and formations. But even she knew they were fighting something different. Something strange and sporadic and deadly. They had no idea of the numbers behind their forces or the reasons behind the attacks and retreats and stays. Fighting a war with Kakos was like battling a demon in the dark.

And now, they were doing it without the one person Josie trusted to lead them through it.

‘You did not come to dinner.’

That space between Josie’s shoulder blades tensed at Aleissande’s voice. She’d managed to mostly avoid the general, save for mandated training on the main deck. Even the hours of wielding her sword were not enough to dispel the thrumming beneath her skin that had been there ever since Dunmeaden.

Ever since she’d learned Aya was missing, and Aidon –

‘You need to eat.’ Aleissande took up a spot at her side, her toned arms resting on the worn wood of the ship’s edge.

‘I’m not hungry,’ Josie muttered. She kept her gaze fixed on the smooth waters of the Anath, even as she felt Aleissande’s stare boring into her.

‘I did not ask if you were.’

Josie bristled, her teeth biting the inside of her cheek as she held back a bitter retort. That thrumming had manifested itself in irritability on more than one occasion over the last few weeks. She already owed Cole an apology for snapping at him earlier. She wasn’t looking to add to her list – not that Aleissande was deserving of a single ounce of her remorse.

Not when she’d sent Aidon away.

‘You’re angry,’ Aleissande observed in that stoic way of hers. It had Josie’s fingers curling against the lip of the ship, the blisters on her hand chaffing against the wood as she squeezed.

‘I’m worried,’ she bit out. She tore her attention from the ocean, finally allowing herself to meet the general’s stare. There was a new scar marring Aleissande’s neck, a slash of pink across golden skin. It cut across her collarbone before it disappeared beneath the edge of her fighting leathers.

Josie had her own scars from battle: a jagged cut that looked like a raised lightning bolt against the umber-brown skin of her forearm, the screams that followed her into sleep and haunted her nightmares.

The war had barely started, and yet it was already taking its toll on all of them.

Aleissande’s showed more than most.

Hollowed cheeks. Jutting jawbone. Her full lips thinned in an ever-present terseness.

Aleissande’s gaze swept over her. ‘When is the last time you slept?’

As if she could do such a thing. It wasn’t just the nightmares that pulled her from sleep; it was the endless questions that circled in her mind while she was awake.

What had happened in that throne room? Where was Aya? Was Aidon dead?

If he were dead, Kakos would have claimed it. It had become a mantra of sorts, a prayer for a woman who needed solace but had never found it in the Divine. If Aidon had not escaped Dunmeaden, surely, they would have heard before they left port. They had, after all, learned of Aya’s disappearance. Gianna’s death in the throne room. Tova’s as well.

And yet a second, more insidious voice loved to remind her that she’d been ship-bound save for Milsaio, and news there was sparse. It was plenty of time for someone to discover his body and for her not to have heard.

‘Am I not in the hammocks every night with the rest of the force?’

‘Do not be a child,’ Aleissande snapped. ‘You need rest.’

Josie did not want to rest. She wanted to return home, where she could wait for news of her brother and ensure his throne was ready for his return.

Because he had to return. His people needed him.

She needed him.

‘How do you expect me to rest when my brother could very well be dead?’

‘You underestimate him if you think he could not survive –’

‘I have never underestimated Aidon,’ Josie hissed. ‘I have always known he would make an excellent king. I have always known that he was what our people deserved. And now, thanks to you, he is gone!’

Not dead. Not dead. Not dead.

‘Finally we get to the bottom of your ire.’

No, Josie thought. They were nowhere near the depths of her anger.

She stepped toward the general, her chin lifting as she glared up at her. ‘Have you considered what it looks like to these soldiers that their king has fled? What it will look like in Trahir when we arrive home without him –?’

‘As I’ve told you,’ Aleissande interrupted. ‘If Aidon does not beat us to Trahir himself, we will say he has continued on in Tala to aid –’

‘This elite Visya force knows that to be a lie!’ Josie barely refrained from shouting as she gestured to the ship.

‘This elite Visya force,’ Aleissande retorted through gritted teeth, her cheeks flushing pink, ‘has sworn to stand beside their king. I have ensured that.’

She had. Aleissande had gathered the elite unit before they’d ever set sail from Dunmeaden, and had made one thing clear:

Anyone who did not stand with their king was not welcome aboard their ship.

‘These soldiers fought and bled beside him,’ Aleissande continued. ‘They will not forsake their vow.’

Josie held the general’s stare. ‘And yet you bid him to run anyway. What do you expect will happen when stories of Aidon’s power spread to Trahir? No one questioned us when we left, but you saw to it that we fled promptly. And then you delayed us with that stop in Milsaio.’ Aleissande went to argue, but Josie continued before she could utter a word. ‘Do you not think it will further suspicion when we arrive without Aidon? Do you expect the Visya guard to kill anyone who questions the king?’

Aleissande stayed as unmoved as ever, a perfectly carved statue, from her tightly plaited bun to her firmly crossed arms to her evenly braced feet. Always steady, always prepared, always anticipating a fight and knowing she would win.

‘The chaos of battle is enough to make even the steadiest of warriors misconstrue what they see,’ she finally said evenly. ‘We will claim any rumor about Aidon being Visya as a lie.’

‘Where was that confidence, General, when you ordered your king to flee?’

‘What was I to do, Josie?’ Aleissande demanded, her arms swinging wide in an uncharacteristic show of emotion. ‘We were in the most devout realm of the kingdom. Half of the Dyminara were attacking their own. It was better for Aidon to disappear and let rumors stay rumors. Better him alive than murdered in the streets!’

‘If he is not already dead –’

Aleissande closed the distance between them, anger flaring in her eyes as the setting sun haloed her in shades of orange.

Mango and rust and tangerine.

‘I made the best decision I could,’ Aleissande ground out. ‘That is what your brother trusts me to do. That is what any warrior is required to do in the midst of a battle. You would do well to learn that.’

Josie did not balk from the way Aleissande glared down at her, the tips of their boots touching. She met her anger head on, matching it with her own. She could feel the heat of Aleissande beneath her leathers, her chest brushing against the general’s as she sucked in a breath.

‘Am I dismissed, General?’

A good warrior knew how to make decisions in battle, including a retreat. It would not bode well for Josie to give in to the itching in her fingers, which longed to curl around the pommel of her blade.

Aleissande blinked and took a small step back. ‘Fine,’ she muttered. But then her lips were parting once more, a sound dying on her tongue as she stared at Josie, something shifting in the blue of her irises.

Sky and powder and steel.

‘You can trust me, you know,’ Aleissande finally insisted.

Josie had been given such a promise before. It had been pressed into her skin through soft kisses and gentle hands and a love that turned out to be a lie.

War proved to be a worthy distraction from her heartbreak, but it did not erase the valuable lesson Viviane had taught her.

‘I can’t trust anyone, Aleissande,’ Josie muttered as she shouldered past the general. ‘That’s exactly the problem.’
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Will was no stranger to circumstances he could not control.

The death of his mother. The abuse of his father. The revelation that his mother had not died, but had merely left him to survive life with a monster.

A power-hungry queen ascending the throne.

A prophecy that seemed intent on destroying his life because it endangered the woman he loved.

One would think, through it all, that urging inside of him that screamed for him to move, to act, to grasp something that would prove he had a say in his life, would wane.

But it was ever-present, even now.

Perhaps that was why training with Aidon these past few mornings hadn’t triggered his impatience like he had expected. Yes, he’d rather take to his horse at first light, but the animals needed proper rest to maintain the grueling pace he’d set, and Aidon …

Well, he’d meant it when he said he did not have time for Aidon to die.

‘Good,’ Will murmured as Aidon held a ball of Incend flame in his hand. They’d come upon an abandoned barn last night, its wood wet and molded. But it was shelter for the night, and a viable space to train this morning without having to worry that Aidon might burn the structure down.

His control over his affinity was sporadic at best, especially if Will rankled him.

‘Now expand it,’ Will instructed.

Aidon’s brows scrunched as he forced the ball of fire to grow, his other hand coming up to cup it. Sweat dripped down his forehead, but Will didn’t note any other signs of distress. So he flexed his palm, his affinity spearing across the space. Aidon stilled, eyes blowing wide with the panic that Will sent washing over him. His fire vanished.

‘Shielding still seems to be an issue,’ Will noted.

Aidon’s muscles trembled with exertion, his hand curling into a fist at his side. Slowly, Will felt the push of Aidon’s shield, forcing his affinity out.

‘You’re an asshole,’ Aidon panted as Will let his affinity drop. ‘I wasn’t ready.’

‘Clearly. But you managed to regain your shield while under assault without your affinity reacting with your anger. And, you’re not bleeding today.’

Aidon’s annoyed glare dissolved into wide-eyed surprise, his hand ghosting across his nose in search of proof. It was sad that the lack of blood was such a drastic improvement.

They’d started small, with exercises designed to help Aidon sense the depth of his power and how to pull from it without utterly exhausting himself. It was still unpredictable, and excruciatingly slow, but Aidon was …

Well, it seemed, at the very least, that using his affinity in small doses had staunched some of the more dire symptoms. Whether they were merely slowing his decay or stopping it, it was too early to tell. But Will would take whatever progress he could get.

‘Soon shielding will be second nature,’ Will assured him as he took a sip from the water-skin tucked away with their supplies.

‘How often does one break through your shield?’ Aidon asked as he wiped his face with his discarded shirt. Will stilled, the lip of the water-skin still pressed to his mouth.

There it was – another aspect of his life he could not control.

He forced himself to swallow. ‘I am not the best marker to measure against,’ he finally said.

Aidon rolled his eyes. ‘That untouchable, are you?’

Will ignored him, focusing instead on readying their packs.

You are weak. And one day, someone will exploit your weakness, and you’ll deserve whatever consequences follow.

His father’s words came unbidden to his mind, a locked-away memory he didn’t recall burying, yet there it was.

They’d been visiting a blacksmith that provided weapons for his father’s trade. The man’s apprentice had burned himself in the fire, and Will had screamed as if it were his own hand. His father had berated him for the better part of an hour for the embarrassment he’d caused, had spat vicious words about being too weak to control his affinity.

Will had tried to explain that he had been shielding. But it only gave his father more fuel for his rage, only made his mother stare at him blankly while she watched Gale tear Will apart.

He’d told Aya once, in Rinnia, that he didn’t remember his father always being such a monster. That he had been greedy and selfish, but the cruelty had come once his mother had died. Left.

Will wondered when he’d started believing the lies he’d told himself as a child to survive.

‘Will.’ He turned to find Aidon watching him with an intense sort of focus. ‘What aren’t you telling me?’

It was rich, coming from the man who had refused to say anything about his own affinity issues. Hypocritical, even. And yet …

Weakness was allowing Aidon to fight beside him without knowing the risks.

Weakness was keeping a secret that could hinder their ability to save the woman he loved.

Will’s jaw shifted as he faced Aidon head on. ‘There’s an issue with my shield.’

The words felt strange on his tongue, an admission he’d only made to his queen and the healers who tried to find the source of his problem. And to Aya, though she had all but dragged the truth from him.

He forced himself to hold Aidon’s gaze. ‘The more I use my affinity, the weaker it becomes. When a sensation becomes too intense, my shield can’t stop it. Sometimes, the echoes of it last. And sometimes, I sense things without even trying.’

Aidon frowned, but his brown eyes went distant, as if he were reading a page that was just beyond what Will could see.

‘The attack the night Viviane was taken,’ Aidon finally muttered. He blinked, and that sharp look was back, focused on Will. ‘I had thought perhaps the Sensainos had extended his attack to you, but it wasn’t that, was it?’

Will shook his head. ‘No. When they killed Helene, I felt it as if they’d taken the knife to me directly.’

Aidon scrubbed a hand across the back of his neck. ‘Gods above, so that means in the battles –’

‘Yes.’

‘And when you …’ Aidon trailed off, his hand whirling through the air. ‘Do your enforcing.’

It wasn’t a question, though there was a certain kindness in that Aidon did not want to acknowledge his enforcing for what it truly was, Will supposed.

Will raised a brow regardless, the dull pulse of amusement he felt taking him by surprise. He wasn’t sure when he last experienced even a shadow of such an emotion.

Aidon cocked his head, his lips pursing. ‘We’ve been making our way through the Kakos camps, and not once did I notice the toll our actions were taking on you.’

Will wasn’t sure exactly what Aidon was getting at, whether it was a masked apology, or an interrogation into why Will hadn’t let his affliction show.

He shrugged. ‘You get used to the pain. After a certain point, you stop feeling it so acutely.’

Something flickered across Aidon’s face. Will could place it easily enough – the horror of his situation didn’t escape him either. Who would he be when this was all done? When pain was all he knew, when it rendered him completely numb?

He cleared his throat and busied himself with readying their supplies. ‘We should get going. We have a trek ahead of us.’

It did not do to dwell on the consequences, not when they didn’t matter. He would do whatever it took to bring Aya home. He had promised her as much once, locked in the dark confines of a dungeon in Trahir.

‘Do you think my uncle knew?’ Aidon asked as they mounted their horses some time later. ‘He set up the attack to bait Aya into showing her power and frame the Bellare. Do you think he knew about your shield?’

Will ran a thumb across the smooth leather of his reins. The thought had crossed his mind. Not in the moment – not even when he’d begun to suspect Gianna was involved with the supplier – but in the restless nights since they’d left Dunmeaden. When the fire had turned to nothing but smoldering embers and his only company was the howling wind of the Malas and his own roaring thoughts, Will wondered just how deep Gianna’s betrayal had gone.

Just how much had he missed?

Just how thoroughly had he failed?

You are weak. And one day, someone will exploit your weakness, and you’ll deserve whatever consequences follow.

‘I don’t know,’ Will confessed as he heaved himself onto his horse. It didn’t matter, in the end. It couldn’t. He could not afford the distractions that those thoughts might bring. All he could do now was go forward.

To Aya.

‘Come on,’ he called to Aidon, that urging in his veins burning fiercely as he nudged his horse forward. ‘We’ve wasted enough time.’

Will was vaguely familiar with Maumart, the last Talan town on the outskirts of the Druswood, in the same way anyone involved with the Talan trade market would be, but he’d never stepped foot there. His father had always prioritized larger accounts – steel instead of lumber, gold instead of copper. Even when Will had served as Gianna’s overseer on the Tala Merchant Council, Maurmart’s contributions to trade weren’t enough to warrant a visit.

He couldn’t bring himself to feel any regret over it. Not as he and Aidon made their way down the main thoroughfare, the canopy of trees doing little to stop the rain that hammered down on them.

Maumart was more village than anything else, its roads narrow and muddy and filled with holes that sent carts wobbling dangerously as they raced past. The stone buildings that lined the street were covered in moss and mold, the wood framing the windows wet and rotted. He could barely read the signs hanging above the doorways.

Yet they found the tavern easily enough. There were a few horses already tied to the hitching post, and Will gave his own a consolatory pat as he fastened his reins to the soaked wood.

He could only hope that Tyr had found shelter. They’d left him at the edge of the Druswood with instructions to find them tomorrow, once they were well clear of Maumart. They couldn’t do with an Athatis attracting any attention.

He stepped into the tavern, surprised to find it boisterous and crowded despite the early evening hour. Maumart’s residents, it seemed, preferred to start their revelry before the dead of night.

All the better for him and Aidon, Will supposed.

Between the crowd and the rain and the bitter cold that had followed them south, no one blinked an eye at their cloaked figures as they settled at a small table in the back corner of the open room.

‘Escaped a fucking deluge, you did,’ a barmaid said by way of greeting. Will cut her a glance from beneath his hood. Her honey-colored hair was tied back in a ponytail, her face round and soft. She fixed him with a smile. ‘What’ll it be?’

‘Two ales.’

‘Is that all?’ The question was innocent, but there was a familiar undertone to it that had something unpleasant curling in Will’s gut. It was the same lilt Gianna used to get to her voice when she was toying with him.

Will kept his tone flat. Bored. ‘That’s all.’

The barmaid shot Aidon a look. ‘Nice one, your friend. Charming.’ She turned back to the bar, her ponytail swishing as she stalked away.

Aidon sighed as he leaned back in his chair. ‘Not making us any friends, are you?’

‘Better than her staying interested,’ Will muttered darkly.

There was a time when he would have leveraged the attention. Now the mere thought made him nauseous. Instead, he focused on committing each bit of the tavern to memory.

One barkeep.

One barmaid.

Twelve tables, including their own, rammed into a small, crowded space, each full to bursting with weather-worn people seeking solace in their drinks.

A doorway to the left of the bar, where he could just make out a small stone oven manned by a soot-smudged cook.

The barmaid returned with their ales and plunked them down unceremoniously before heading to another table calling for her attention. The door to the pub swung open, bringing an icy blast of air with it.

‘Seven hells, does this country ever experience warmth?’ Aidon grumbled into his drink. He grimaced at the taste, his beard twitching with the motion.

It helped – the beard. It softened Aidon’s square jaw, detracting from the sharp cut of his high cheekbones and adding a ruggedness that one wouldn’t immediately assign to the king. If Will didn’t know him as intimately as he did, his gaze might skip over him entirely, mistaking him for just another townsperson.

Will scratched at his own jaw, his covered in what constituted more of a shadow than anything full. ‘It’s unusual for the season,’ he admitted, taking mental note of the newcomers: stonemasons, if the tools fixed to their leather
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