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One

	"You're doing it again."

	Loriene's voice was soft against the muffled clip of hooves, but it still jolted Carthys. He exhaled slowly, watching his breath mist in the freezing air, and let the reins slip enough to rest against the pommel.

	"You'll snap the leather if you keep wringing it. Focus on the things we can control, Carthys."

	"I could turn this horse around," he grumbled, though he knew it was a lie.

	"And disobey the king?" She paused, watching him. "How's Valiant?"

	"He's quiet."

	Both angels had fallen silent. Loriene called it exhaustion. Valor had returned to her the night before, but Valiant was still gone. It had been a week without a whisper or that faint, electric hum of curiosity Carthys had grown used to.

	The bond still burned, but it was faint. It was like looking at a candle through thick glass. It gave some comfort, but he couldn't shake the feeling that reviving Loriene and fighting Ida had been too much for the divine soul to return from.

	The leather creaked under his fingers again. Carthys loosened his grip, only then realizing how tight it had been. Beneath them, the road was a slurry of filth. Mud sucked at the horses' hooves with every step. The air was heavy with the smell of wet earth and worms. Autumn rains had turned the paths into black puddles broken by narrow, slick banks. The birds were quiet. The insects were a dull thrum lost beneath the splashing of hooves and the whistle of the wind.

	He used to think silence in his own mind was a sanctuary. Then Valiant had come, and the silence had stopped. He’d expected to miss the quiet, but instead, he just felt a unsettling ache.

	He couldn’t pin down exactly when Valiant had stopped being a holy messenger and had become a friend. It had happened somewhere on the road, between the blood of battle and the quiet nights by the fire. The reverence had just faded into something sturdier…something real between the human an divine soul.

	Valiant was powerful, but he was also honest and caring to a fault. He was reckless in a fight, yet gentler than any soldier Carthys had ever known. Months ago, after they’d escaped Justice's illusion, Carthys had forced the angel to rest. Even with broken wings, Valiant had fussed over Carthys' wounds, worried more about bruises and cuts than his own fractured bones. And through all of it, he never stopped talking. He never stopped asking about the strangers they passed.

	Now, that silence pressed in on Carthys with the weight of a fresh grave. It felt fundamentally wrong in its stillness.

	He inhaled deeply. The air tasted like rain. Another storm was brewing, and soon the damp would turn into the killing frost of winter. Their breath frosted in the gray, pre-dawn light. Ten days in the saddle and the ache in his legs had gone numb somewhere past the last village.

	"He's going to be okay," Loriene said. Her voice was barely louder than the breeze. She had a habit of saying things like that, as if she could hear his thoughts and wanted to stop them from spiraling.

	Carthys wanted to ask how she could possibly know, but he kept it to himself. Unlike him, Loriene was fully bonded. She was a realized Knight of the Nephilym Order. Even with the order disbanded, that experience meant something. Just like her acceptance of the king.

	The King had sent him to find a book instead of letting him return to protect the castle.

	He grit his teeth, his jaw aching at the memory of the letter. The king and queen had been attacked, and yet here he was, sent on an errand. The title of the King's Falcon had been stamped on the top of the orders, a clear reminder of his shiny new leash. What good was being a trusted vassal if he wasn't there to stand before the throne? What good was being a Nephilym when his angel was silent?

	He shook his head, trying to clear his mind. He had to trust the king. He had to believe in Valiant. If he lost his faith, he’d have nothing left.

	A light showed ahead. It was a flickering thing—a lantern with the shutter thrown too wide. They had finally reached Kerrvall.

	It was the last known location of the the Codex of Aiden; a relic of the fallen order, said to contain the heretical sayings of Eshimyr. Like all accounts from the order, it was banned by the High Bishop to "protect the faithful." But ever since the King’s attempted assassination, it looked to Carthys like the church feared revelation more than corruption.

	You've begun to doubt what you once held dear, a voice said in the back of his mind. It was gentle, but heavy with fatigue.

	Carthys straightened in the saddle, his eyes locking ahead. Valiant?

	I missed you too, Valiant said.

	The bond felt warm again. Valiant was there, but he sounded drained. He was back, but he was far from recovered.

	Beside him, Loriene smiled. She couldn't hear the angel, but she clearly saw the change in Carthys.

	It's you, Valiant said with a faint, amused lilt. One doesn't need to read minds to see when you are relieved.

	I'm just glad you're okay... Are you okay?

	I survive. I will be fine with more rest. Carthys caught the slight hesitation in the voice—a tension on the bond. He nudged his horse forward. The angel could keep his secrets for now, as long as it didn't get them killed.

	Relief distracted him at first, but it wasn’t long before he noticed the shift. The branches were swaying, but the leaves and the wind made no sound. There were no birds, no hum of insects, not even the sound of their own horses' hooves seemed right. The newfound silence of the world felt hungry. Loriene placed her hand on her sword pommel.

	No watchman shouted. No one stepped out to meet them. Nothing moved behind the shuttered windows of Kerrvall.
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