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Excerpt from the Conoscenza, Book of Exousia 23: 14–23

But after the War the gods were merciful. Rather than banishing the Visya – those blessed with kernels of raw, godlike power – they bound the affinities, so that no Visya may grow powerful enough to challenge the Nine Divine again. Thus was the creation of the three orders:


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: Knowledge Affinity



Let us never forget the grace of the gods or Saint Evie, who selflessly sacrificed her life for the salvation of the realm.

We cherish the balance the Divine have commanded.

We rebuke darkness in accordance with the wrath of the gods.

We honor the sacrifice that kept life in our realm so that we may one day find true life in the Beyond.




Part One



PREDATORS AND PREY
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Between the blood on her hands and the beer on her cloak, it was shaping up to be a horrible evening.

‘Bitch,’ the man snarled as he clutched his nose. The blood seeping between his fingers added to the steady drip of beer that flowed off the bar, left there by his shattered mug.

Aya merely dragged her palms down the leather of her pants, a frown creasing her brow as she took in the stains of red on her hands.

Tova would never let her hear the end of this. Her friend was always commenting on Aya’s ability to come back to the Quarter covered in someone else’s bodily fluids and smelling like she’d bathed in a pig’s trough. But she was never truly surprised. Aya, as the Queen’s Third, had certainly seen her fair share of blood. The Queen’s Eyes, they called her. Gianna’s spymaster.

‘Touch me again, and I’ll break something you hold far more dear,’ Aya crooned to the man. She was no stranger to the mess of the Squal, having tracked the men there three times in the last two weeks alone. But the drunk, handsy patron had snapped the ever-shortening leash she kept on her temper.

No one had even batted an eye when she struck him. The Squal attracted the worst of Dunmeaden and its visitors – gamblers and brawlers and thieves. Apparently, Aya fit right in.

The man stormed off, still swearing, and Aya shot the barkeep a coy smile. He’d been eyeing her all night – every night she’d been here, actually. He ambled over now, his broad frame gobbling up what little light flickered behind the bar.

‘Nice form,’ he said with a smirk. He rubbed a hand over his hairless head, his biceps rippling with the movement. All Zeluus – those blessed with superior strength – were practically walking giants. This one had the ego to match. ‘I’ll have to charge you for the glass though.’

Aya unfastened her cloak and tossed it onto the stool next to her as she leaned a hip against the bar. ‘Perhaps I could find another way to make it up to you.’

His eyes lit at the suggestion, his thick forearms bracing on the counter. ‘I know how to throw a punch too, you know. Have I told you about the time I took on two Anima with my bare hands?’ She’d heard the story twice. He loved to brag about his days as a ring fighter. The first time he’d shared it, Aya had hardly been able to keep from rolling her eyes. While the Anima used their life and death affinity to serve mostly as healers, they could be lethal. A simple touch of their hand, and one’s pulse could be lowered in seconds. Even a Zeluus like the keep couldn’t stand against them.

She was fairly certain Anima were banned from ring fights, anyway.

Aya leaned in closer, willing her face into rapt interest as he launched into the tale again. She smiled blandly and twirled her dark brown hair around her finger as the keep droned on, his arms gesturing wildly.

Carefully, she let her affinity flow from her.

No shield. Excellent.

‘How did a strong fighter like you end up in a place like this anyway?’ she asked as she took a sip of her beer. His gaze followed the path of her tongue as she licked the foam from her lips.

He shrugged. ‘It’s not all bad. I’m management, you know.’

Aya forced her eyes wide. ‘Are you really? So is that your office you keep sneaking back to then?’ She nodded toward the guarded back hall to the left of the bar. She knew full well a shithole like this didn’t have an office. But she let her hand dance across the sliver of space between them, her fingers tracing the Corpsoma tattoo on his wrist – a circle, with a line through the middle. ‘Perhaps we could go there. Seems more … private.’

The keep shook his head. ‘Not my office.’ He paused and looked around. ‘I really shouldn’t say, but …’

She pushed her affinity harder, and the man continued, oblivious to how she persuaded the information from his mind and mouth.

‘Two men have been making visits here for weeks. From Trahir, I reckon, given their accents. They don’t bother to filter their talk around me. But I listen.’ He glanced around them again before leaning in closer, his voice dropping to a whisper. ‘They’re buying weapons outside the Council. I’m thinking I can get a cut of it in exchange for not turning them in.’

‘Really,’ Aya breathed. As the primary weapons provider for the realm, the Tala Merchant Council had always been mindful of regulating their weapons trade and how much they sold to the other kingdoms.

Apparently, Trahir had had enough.

The keep grinned. ‘Dealing under the table is no joke. I have leverage.’ He dragged his eyes down her body, his stare lingering at the deep neckline of her black sweater. ‘Maybe I’ll buy some of your time. You’re too pretty to be working the Squal.’

Aya kept a coy smile fixed on her face as he reached forward and cupped her chin, his thumb stroking her jaw.

Disgusting. And disgustingly easy.

Persis couldn’t manipulate. They could only persuade someone to do whatever they were willing to do. But that willingness didn’t have to be strong – especially for a Persi like Aya.

She leaned closer, enough for her breath to brush across his lips. ‘You can’t afford me.’

Her hand snatched her mug and cracked it against his head, the glass shattering as the keep dropped like a stone.

Aya whirled and rammed her shoulder into the patron next to her, sending him stumbling face-first into the woman he’d been well on his way to charming. The woman gasped and grabbed a fistful of his white hair as she threw him into the burly gentleman playing billiards behind her, and then …

Pandemonium.

Aya snatched one of the abandoned drinks on the counter and downed it in a single gulp before aiming for the back hall. She had to move quickly. The keep’s information had been useful in confirming what she’d long suspected: the queen was right. Trahir was stocking up on weapons – perhaps even preparing for war.

And with the chaos in the bar, she only had moments before the tradesmen slipped away.

Aya felt that cool, calm feeling rise in her – the one that found her when the next step of a mission was clear. She let it spread until everything was muted, until her very veins were ice as she slipped through the brawling patrons, her small form easily dodging blows. She ducked under a chair aimed for her head, her steps never faltering.

Fifteen paces toward the back hall.

Ten.

Five.

The guards finally noticed her amidst the fighting. They made to raise their swords, their warnings primed on their lips. But they weren’t fast enough for the Queen’s Eyes. Her knife was already free from where it was strapped at her thigh.

‘The Dyminara sends its regards.’

She lunged for the first guard, her knife sliding under his sword arm and into his chest. He was dead before he hit the ground. Aya whirled, her blade slashing across the other guard’s throat. Blood splattered across her face, but she didn’t stop. She leapt over their fallen bodies and dashed to the door on the left, her shoulder ramming it open.

The room was cramped and dark. The small wooden table and chairs had been upturned in a rush to the exit, which sat open to the side alley. Aya pushed through crates and boxes as she raced out the door, her boots sliding when she hit the icy cobblestones. The two men were halfway down the street already, heading away from the docks.

As if the backstreets were safer.

Fools.

These streets were a maze, filled with twists and dead ends.

She fixed her eyes on the billowing brown coat of the closest tradesman as she adjusted her grip on her knife, her arm drawing back, her inhale deep and steady. The blade flew from her hand and embedded into the man’s shoulder with a soft thud. He fell with a scream.

His companion glanced back, his feet catching beneath him as he took in the blood on her face.

Aya sent a knife sailing toward his head, close enough to graze his ear.

‘The next one goes in your skull,’ she called after him. ‘I only need one of you alive.’ He drew to a stop, his hands rising slowly in surrender as he lowered to his knees. ‘Wise choice.’

Aya strolled towards the first tradesman on the ground, his shouts of pain echoing off the brick buildings that lined the street. ‘Quiet,’ she ordered as she hauled him off the ground. ‘Like I said, I only need one of you.’

The man whimpered, but he pressed his lips together, his body trembling in her grip. Aya glanced toward the docks. No sign of Ronan, the Royal Guard who had been assigned to the alley.

The supplier was missing too.

‘There’s supposed to be three of you,’ she said lightly, glancing between the tradesmen. ‘Where’s your supplier?’

The man on the ground shook his head. ‘There’s no one else.’

Aya sighed as she drew a rope from where she’d fastened it to her side. She dragged the tradesman she’d stabbed forward as she approached his companion, letting go only when she crouched down to tie the man’s hands together. He wasn’t going anywhere – not with that knife sticking out of his shoulder.

‘Lie to me all you want,’ she breathed. ‘But I’ll warn you … the Enforcer doesn’t take kindly to it.’

The man’s throat bobbed as he swallowed. Oh yes, the Queen’s Second had a reputation that far preceded him; even the foreign councilors knew he wasn’t to be trifled with.

Aya stood, her joints stiff and aching in the cold. She pulled out another piece of rope and knotted it around the second man’s wrists as she glanced toward the docks again. Still no Ronan. Perhaps he had pursued the supplier.

She pushed against the unease that fluttered in her gut and instead reached for her power.

‘I take it you two want to live?’ she asked, her head cocked as she studied the men. They glanced at each other warily before giving her a small nod. She let her affinity flow, let it wrap around that will to survive.

‘Then start walking.’
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Twenty godsdamn minutes. That’s how long it took to get the trembling tradesmen to the abandoned warehouse on the outskirts of the Rouline, the entertainment district that lined Dunmeaden’s port. Aya had hoped to see Ronan there with the supplier, but all she found was Liam, another Persi in the Dyminara, waiting inside as planned.

‘No Ronan?’ he muttered as they shut the heavy wooden door behind them, leaving the tradesmen bound to two chairs inside.

‘No,’ Aya said, her voice curt. She rubbed her hands together, longing for the gloves she hadn’t been able to find in her room.

On my oath, if this godsdamn night doesn’t end soon …

‘I thought he pursued the supplier, but if he still isn’t here …’

Liam sighed, the bright light of the moon casting shadows on his dark brown skin and black hair, cut into a high-top fade. He dragged a hand over his square jaw and grimaced against the cold. ‘It wouldn’t be the first time a Royal Guard botched a job,’ he said darkly.

The queen insisted the Dyminara work with the Guard, who were tasked with her daily protection and the policing of the city. But substantial threats fell to the Dyminara alone, the queen’s elite Visya force of warriors, scholars, and spies blessed with kernels of godlike power from the Nine Divine. There was no one better suited to the task. The stark divide between the Guard and the Dyminara caused a good deal of tension. Though even the Guard wouldn’t be foolish enough to act on it. The Dyminara were lethal.

Distantly, the bells from the town’s center chimed once. An hour after midnight. Aya straightened from where she’d leaned against the door. ‘They claim there wasn’t anyone with them; that there was no supplier there. Press them on it until he gets here,’ she instructed, jerking her head toward the warehouse. Liam would begin the questioning, using his persuasion affinity to garner what information he could until the Enforcer arrived to see the hard work through. If anyone could break a source, it was the Queen’s Second.

‘May Saudra guide me,’ Liam muttered, half in parting, half in prayer to their patron goddess. Aya nodded her agreement.

They could certainly use the help.

The wind howled as Aya started down the dirt path that would lead her into town, her head bent against the cold. When the Ventaleh wind unleashed its wrath upon the Mala mountain range, its bite was cold enough to freeze the very granite itself. Legend said the Ventaleh was a warning from the gods: though the Visya still held kernels of power, the Divine held the ability to cleanse the world. They’d nearly done it before, and they would do it again should the Visya forget their place.

But the only warning ringing in Aya’s mind was of frostbite. There was a reason the Council was hells-bent on keeping their sheep-farmers happy. If one wanted to thrive in Dunmeaden all one needed was wool and weapons, their merchants often crowed. And while her sweater had been effective in enticing the barkeep, it did little against the freezing temperature.

She should’ve grabbed her cloak.

Aya hurried through the heart of the Rouline, her pace quickening as she grew closer to the cobblestone path that marked the end of the entertainment district and the beginning of the Merchant Borough. The further away she could get from the docks of the river, the better. The Loraine, which flowed from the mountains through the heart of the city and out to the Anath Sea, carried the wind down from the Malas, making the cold unforgivable.

Aya finally reached the Merchant Borough, the high-pitched keening of the wind the only sound aside from the creak of the hanging wooden signs above the shops and restaurants. She ducked into a side street next to Eden, the finest dining establishment in the city. Light flickered in its stained-glass windows, splashing low flashes of color across the blacks and grays and browns of the alleyway. If she closed her eyes and settled her breath, she could pretend to feel the warmth of the main hearth leaking into the street.

Every so often, bursts of laughter and music filled the street as the mahogany door swung open and revelers stumbled into the main thoroughfare. Not one so much as glanced in her direction. She doubted anyone noticed she was there at all. Aya knew how to melt into shadows. Invisibility had long suited her.

Just as the bells in the main square chimed two hours after midnight, a large, boisterous group spilled out of the restaurant, shouting promises of lasting partnership and peace for all their days.

Aya rolled her eyes, knowing they’d be back to arguing with each other tomorrow over tariffs and trade routes and whatever else would keep more money in their pockets than they deserved.

Assholes. All of them.

The group bid their goodnights, the bulk of them heading back to their estates and the gilded hotels at the edge of the borough. A few made their way toward the Rouline, likely to continue their evening of debauchery. And then just one remained: a young man who set off at a leisurely pace toward the heart of the city.

Aya kept to the shadows as she followed him, staying several paces behind to ensure no one else was tracking them. He was tall, his heavy wool jacket unable to hide his firm build. His hair was tousled from the wind, the back just barely grazing the collar of his coat.

Aya could see the ease radiating off him as he made his way down the main thoroughfare, his pace steady and loose, as if he hadn’t a care in the world.

Dangerous for a late-night stroll alone.

Aya closed the distance between them, waiting until he turned onto the winding alley, a cut-through that started the steep climb to the Quarter, before soundlessly falling into step beside him.

In one swift movement, he had her pinned against the stone wall with one arm while the other pressed a knife to the column of her throat.

‘Good to know you’re actually paying attention,’ she wheezed.

‘Dammit, Aya!’ Will dropped the knife, his gray eyes flashing with anger. His cheeks were flushed as he growled, ‘You’re lucky I didn’t kill you.’

‘And you’re lucky I didn’t do us all a favor and stab you as you strutted home,’ she mused.

Will’s arm pressed her further against the wall as his broad jaw tightened, but he paused as the wind whipped through the alley, his nose scrunching.

‘You smell like you took a bath in beer and piss.’

‘Is that how you get into so many ladies’ beds?’

‘You want to find out?’ he drawled, his lips twisting into a mischievous grin as he stepped even closer, his eyes fixed on her beneath his thick lashes.

Aya shoved him away, hard. ‘I’d rather impale myself on my own dagger.’

Will caught her hand, his eyes tracing the blood caked on her knuckles and face. ‘I see you’ve made a mess. Again.’

In the span of a breath, she’d wrenched herself out of his grip. He hit the ground with a soft thud as she swiped his feet out from beneath him.

‘Touch me again, and we’ll see if your face bleeds as richly as his.’

Will’s laugh was low and dark, but it bounced off the rough stone walls of the alleyway. ‘As always, you astound me with your charm. Gods help anyone who sees you and assumes you’re as meek as you look,’ he purred as he pushed himself up. ‘Do you have anything useful to share? If so, get on with it. I’m freezing and do, in fact, have one of those warm beds waiting for me. And you’re in desperate need of a bath.’

Aya bit back the bitter retort threatening to break free from her lips. She could walk through a bar brawl without even a hitch in her breathing, but Will …

Will had always been able to get under her skin; to poke and prod until that leash she kept on her temper didn’t just loosen, but snapped entirely.

His father, Gale, was the first Visya in the history of Dunmeaden to sit on Tala’s Merchant Council. He’d helped reinforce Tala’s place in trade, even though kingdoms like Trahir had more to offer with their rich delicacies.

It didn’t change the fact that he and his son were two of the biggest bastards she’d ever met. She’d resented them from the moment Will arrived on her doorstep thirteen years ago with news of her mother’s death on one of Gale’s voyages.

And that said nothing of the time he’d almost cost Aya her place in the Dyminara.

But he wasn’t wrong about the cold. Or the bath. As for whoever was warming his bed … that was their own misfortune.

‘Given you’re needed at the warehouse, your pleasure will have to wait. It’s weapons they’re after. The buyers are at the warehouse, but the supplier slipped out before I made it to the room. Ronan didn’t show.’

Will paused as he brushed himself off, one hand tugging through the strands of his hair as he growled, ‘What do you mean he didn’t show?’

Despite the hells Ronan had put her through tonight, her frustration cooled at the dangerous tone of his voice. It didn’t bode well for anyone at the receiving end of Will’s wrath.

When they were younger and nothing more than peers in school, it had been easy to forget that Will’s Sensainos affinity – his ability to feel and manipulate others’ emotions and sensations – extended to fear and despair, even pain. His handsomeness hid it well. His black hair was thick and wavy, his pale skin tinged with olive, giving him an ever-present sun-kissed look. And with his sharp features and the perfectly cut clothes he wore, he looked every part a young noble. Everyone had expected him to take over his father’s merchant empire.

But then Will joined the Dyminara instead, where it became evident that his true talent wasn’t just as the queen’s overseer on Tala Merchant Council, but as her Enforcer.

Dunmeaden’s Dark Prince.

Those who had seen him dole out punishment told enough tales to inspire an edge of fear that followed him everywhere.

‘Ronan’s probably drunk at some bar,’ Aya finally muttered.

‘So you failed,’ Will replied slowly. ‘The supplier is lost.’

Aya ignored the urge to reach for her knife as she stared him down. ‘Perhaps I could’ve caught up with them if you hadn’t insisted on me playing messenger to you,’ she hissed. Reporting her findings to him like some sort of lapdog made her want to hit something.

Will merely turned toward the winding path that led to the Quarter, looking at her expectantly. Her feet dragged as she fell into step beside him and let the keening of the wind fill the silence. She’d hoped he’d go straight to the warehouse and leave her to head home in peace.

Home. For a moment, the waiting warmth of the Quarter – the small, palace-like home of the Dyminara – was enough to almost draw a moan from her lips. Her body was sore from the cold and the brawl at the bar. Hopefully Elara had kept some chaucholda out in the dining hall. It was tradition that the warm, honeyed drink be served when the Ventaleh started to howl. To keep the spirits at bay and your flesh intact, the head cook of the royal kitchens would say, her eyes set on the neighboring peaks of the Malas. The Ventaleh bows for no one, not even the Dyminara.

‘Maybe our friends from the west will be generous with their information on the supplier and I can save you the effort of tracking them down,’ Will finally muttered, his eyes fixed on the path ahead. Aya didn’t miss the threat beneath his words. ‘How did you manage to confirm they’re buying weapons?’

She shot him a look, but his gaze, still fixed ahead, was calculating, not condescending.

‘The barkeep was the only one they’d allowed in the back room. All it took was getting him in the right frame of mind and causing a diversion.’

Will barked a laugh. ‘So you beguiled him with your beauty, persuaded him to spill all his secrets, then destroyed his bar.’ He glanced at her beer- and blood-stained clothes. ‘Incredible.’

‘You’re insufferable.’

‘So I’ve been told. The feeling is mutual, Aya love.’

Because three years of working side by side in the Queen’s Tría – the rank reserved for the Crown’s three most trusted Dyminara – wasn’t enough to thaw the bitterness between them.

She ignored him, choosing instead to focus on the approaching palace. The Quarter sat at the back of the Queen’s Royal Grounds, which were nestled in the woodlands higher in the mountains, above the town.

‘I suppose I’ll have to pay Ronan a visit after I finish with the tradesmen,’ Will sighed.

Aya raised a brow as they passed through the iron palace gates and kept to the rocky path lined with towering pines that would bring them to the Quarter. ‘Why aren’t you on your way to the warehouse?’

Will smirked. ‘I told you, I have a bed to warm.’ He laughed at the disgust on her face. ‘Gods, that look. Relax, would you? I want to get changed.’ He waved a hand at his double-breasted coat and black pants. ‘I hate this noble garb.’

She considered telling him that of all the things for him to detest about himself, his clothes surely had to be the least important. But she refrained as they trudged past the stables, following the bend until the path opened into a large clearing, the Quarter nestled in its center.

It was far smaller than the queen’s palace but still magnificent, with its gray stone facade, its stained-glass windows winking from the light inside.

They hurried through the arch that divided the Dyminara’s grounds from the queen’s and made their way up the winding path to the outer halls that rimmed the intricate gardens. The white winter roses were just visible in the light from the torches that continued to burn in their sconces, no doubt in thanks to the Incends, whose flame could battle the Ventaleh.

They pushed through the large oak doors and stepped into the main hall. Though the space was large, its stone walls stretching high toward the arched wooden ceiling, it still felt warm. Welcoming. A rich crimson rug covered the center of the stone floor, a long wooden table atop of it. To the right sat the worn wooden doors that led to the dining room, and to the left was a massive stone fireplace, its hearth still flickering with dying flames.

It was to the fireplace that Aya rushed, thrusting her hands toward the embers for warmth. A glance back at the table had her frowning. The chaucholda had been thoroughly drained.

‘Any bystanders from the Squal we need to be wary of?’ Will asked as he came to stand next to her.

Aya repressed a snort, thinking of the chaos the bar had dissolved into. ‘No. If anyone was paying attention, they likely would have thought it was Mathias’ guild wreaking havoc.’

Mathias kept an iron grip on the underbelly of Dunmeaden. His thieves and assassins were notorious. It was a blessing the queen hadn’t removed them from the city. They made it easier to deflect a certain type of attention from the Crown.

‘And I took care of their guards,’ she added.

The words brought a wave of exhaustion with them.

Aya was no stranger to violence. Visya were called by the gods to protect and serve the realm and the humans that occupied it, and the Dyminara were the truest manifestation of that will. Not all Visya served in this way, but Aya … she was made to be this, in more ways than just one. But she didn’t delight in those moments that required her to end a life. Perhaps she simply didn’t care for the memories they evoked.

Will’s eyes stayed fixed on her hands, tracing the blood just as he had in the alley. ‘You were acting in the name of our kingdom,’ he finally said quietly.

She felt it then, his affinity whispering against her, sensing the heaviness beneath the surface. ‘I don’t need your grace,’ she muttered. ‘So stay out of my head.’

He raised a brow. ‘Simply wondering what has such a frown marring that lovely face. Besides … your guilt makes you vulnerable. It’s when your shield is weakest. I learned that a long time ago.’

‘My guilt means I haven’t turned into a monster.’

Another lie in an ever-growing list.

Will bristled, a muscle flickering in his broad jaw. ‘Like me,’ he finished coolly. ‘If you’re going to insult me, Aya, at least have the courtesy to see it through.’

She was too spent to argue with him, her exhaustion pressing even more heavily as the warmth from the fire seeped into her bones. She needed sleep, especially before meeting with the queen.

‘We meet just after dawn,’ Aya murmured. ‘Try to find out something useful between now and then. And watch your back. You’re going to get yourself killed strutting down the street like that.’

Will’s eyes danced in the firelight, the flames illuminating the flecks of green scattered through the gray of his irises. He tilted his head as he considered her, strands of his hair sweeping across his forehead with the movement. ‘If I didn’t know any better, Aya love, I’d say you actually care.’

‘Don’t flatter yourself,’ she retorted. If anything, his existence was a constant reminder of the merchant entitlement she loathed. But even Aya couldn’t deny Will’s power and cunning would be useful if conflict was unfolding with Trahir. Both in council meetings and, godsforbid, on the battlefield. ‘It’s Tala I’m thinking of. If this situation worsens, we won’t have time to replace you.’

He put a mocking hand on his chest. ‘I’m honored you hold me in such high regard.’

The scowl on her face was evident as she made her way toward the staircase on the far side of the hall.

‘Don’t forget to bathe,’ he called after her. ‘I can smell you from here.’

She flipped him her middle finger over her shoulder, his laughter chasing her up the stairs as she left him standing there. Her footsteps were slow as she trudged to her room, the blood on her hands and face feeling thicker the longer it coated her skin.

To serve her gods and her kingdom was an honor, she reminded herself.

And for someone like Aya, perhaps it was a penance, too.
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Aya was screaming.

The sound ripped from her throat as she stared over the edge of the Wall. His broken body lay at its base, his shouts of pain piercing the air as he clutched his shattered arm, the white of his bone showing through his skin.

She hadn’t meant it.

She hadn’t meant it.

She hadn’t meant it.

It didn’t matter. Because that was blood seeping from Will, soaking the grass at an alarming rate.

Aya dashed down the path, her body trembling as she raced towards the base of the Wall. A pair of arms caught her around the waist, the grip so tight it stole the air from her lungs as she was hauled backwards. A raven-haired healer with pale skin and cobalt-blue eyes dragged Aya away from Will’s body, her face grim.

Will’s head lolled to the side, his gray eyes going blank as they met Aya’s.

She was screaming again.

Aya thrashed against the healer’s grip, fighting to reach him, to prove he wasn’t dead, to prove she wasn’t the monster she was terrified that she was.

A blinding flash streaked across the sky and suddenly she was free from the healer’s grip. Aya whirled in time to see the woman’s body fall to the ground with a sickening, permanent thud. And then …

Darkness.

Aya jolted awake, her fingers instantly finding the small blade on her iron bedside table.

A dream. It was a dream.

But her heart hammered anyway, cold sweat soaking the soft cotton of the nightshirt she’d stolen from her last rendezvous with Elias, the handsome young noble in town. She scanned the four corners of her bedroom, unable to shake the feeling that something lingered in the shadows.

The Phanmata, her father would say in the Old Language – the language of the gods. The lingering ghosts of your nightmares can do you no harm, mi couera.

My heart. A term he had once reserved for her mother, until she passed.

Slowly, Aya’s shoulders began to relax. She released the blade as she settled back against her pillows, forcing her breathing to slow.

It had been a year since she’d been visited by the healer in her sleep. The nightmare always began the same, with a memory that made her stomach roil. Then it would warp into something else entirely.

The queen refusing her a place in the Dyminara.

Will killing her for persuading him to jump.

Saudra, the goddess of persuasion, stripping her of her affinity.

But worst of all were the nightmares like tonight’s, where he never rose from the ground, and Aya would take two lives in the span of minutes.

She closed her eyes and took another steadying breath, prying those invisible fingers of fear loose. Aya had worked extensively with Galda, the trainer for the Dyminara, on controlling her state. She began at eight years old – the very day she learned her mother died.

Her mother, like most Caeli, was born hearing the whispers of the wind. Aya’s father used to say it was why she needed to travel for the merchants – she had to follow where the wind called her, or else she would be betraying her very soul. But Aya had heard her parents arguing before her mother left for that fateful trip. Had heard Pa begging her not to go with the volatile autumn weather, had heard her mother confess that Gale wouldn’t simply withhold her wages, but would seek repayment for lost labor, and it was payment they couldn’t afford.

And she could still hear the way Gale’s messenger read Eliza’s name off the list of people and goods lost in the shipwreck … as if objects held the same value as human lives.

Gale, the coward, had sent his son, too, to share the news. A child to do a grown man’s job. And Will, a scrawny ten-year-old at the time, had simply stared at Aya as her father crumbled, his head cocked to the side, his brow furrowed. As if …

As if he could sense those wretched things she’d said to her mother before Eliza had left. As if he were wondering why, with so much guilt burning inside of her, she wasn’t falling apart too.

Will lost his own mother years later, and Aya wondered if he’d been given the decency to grieve in peace. If perhaps the rich were afforded such things.

It was Galda who found Aya that night in the woods, when Aya’s grief called her power forward so strongly it’d driven her to unconsciousness. And it was Galda who offered her the one thing Aya, even at eight, so desperately needed: control.

But if the incident at the Wall had taught Aya anything, it was that control wasn’t constant.

It took discipline.

Focus.

Vigilance.

The exact qualities that had been drilled into her over the last thirteen years.

Because she hadn’t meant to do it. Hadn’t thought twice about the words she hurled at Will that day on the Wall when he taunted her.

You hate me, that much is obvious. But I think there’s something else there, isn’t there, Aya love? Something you’d rather not explore.

Her mother had always claimed that while Hepha, patron goddess of the Incends, hadn’t blessed Aya with her flame, she had certainly given Aya her pride.

Will had gotten under her skin, had pushed her just far enough that she snapped. And when she did … it shattered anything that wasn’t a deep bitterness and loathing between them.

She’s too dangerous.

Aya had dragged herself to his father’s townhouse that night to check on him; had waited in the hallway, listening to Will argue with Galda inside his room, urging her to remove Aya from the Dyminara qualifications before she could hurt anyone else.

He’d told her that Aya could’ve killed him, that there was no room in the Dyminara for someone with such a lack of control.

Her one dream. Her one opportunity to ensure her father could rest easy in the cold winters and no longer struggle to provide for himself. The one place she could do some good.

He had been content to destroy it all.

She never forgave him.

For the way he’d tried to take her future from her, yes. But also for the way he’d affected her. For the way he’d unleashed the crawling beneath her skin that she’d learned to keep locked so tightly; the lack of control she’d spent years shoving deeper and deeper until she could convince herself her affinity was hers to wield alone.

It was as if his darkness had called to hers, and she hadn’t been able to resist responding.

And for that, she hated him.

Aya frowned at the pale gray light that marked the coming dawn as it whispered through her arched window. It would be impossible to find sleep again. Her gaze fell to the Conoscenza – the Book of the Gods – on her bedside table. Its worn leather binding sat open, the Prayer of Certainty to Sage, the goddess of wisdom, staring up at her from its onion-skin pages. She had found solace in its verses last night. Her mind had been restless, turning over every piece of information she’d uncovered about Trahir ordering weapons outside of the Council.

Before Aya could reach for the Conoscenza again, her door creaked open, a head of white-blond hair peering in.

Tova grinned. ‘You look like shit,’ she said as she stepped into the room, two steaming mugs of chaucholda in her hand.

‘So I keep hearing.’ Aya glanced at the mirror across from her bed. Her dark brown hair had fallen loose from its long braid, the whips covering the angles of her face. She looked paler than usual, any hint of warmth that crept into her skin in the summer from her father’s olive complexion long gone from the colder months and worsened by her restless night. The dark circles under her eyes brought her irises closer to the icy blue Will once said matched her disposition perfectly.

She could’ve done with a few more hours of sleep. But at least she’d washed the blood off.

Tova handed her a mug and flopped onto the edge of the bed, striking a fire in the iron grate across the room with a flick of her wrist. Aya loved her friend fiercely for more reasons than she could count. They’d been inseparable since they could walk. And during their training for the Dyminara, it was clear that Tova was someone you wanted to fight alongside you, not against you. She was the Queen’s General for a reason.

And while her loyalty and ferocity were some of Aya’s favorite traits, Tova’s ability to warm a room in the winter was a close second.

‘I hear you had an interesting evening.’ Tova raised a perfectly arched eyebrow as she took a sip of her drink. The firelight danced across her pale face, a constant flush of pink beneath – as if the warmth of her fire as an Incend was always just below the surface. ‘Nice to see you got the gore off you.’

‘Our suspicions of Trahir breaking our trade treaties are confirmed, and all he shares is gossip about a bar fight. Pathetic. When did he tell you, anyway?’

‘This morning,’ she said, sweeping her long hair over her shoulder. Aya could just make out the inverted triangle tattoo peeking out from behind Tova’s ear, its three horizontal lines dividing it into four sections. While some Visya tattooed their order on themselves, others honored theirs in simpler ways – like Aya’s mother, who had worn that same inverted triangle, marking the Order of the Dultra, the Elemental Wielders, on a silver necklace that she never took off. It was somewhere at the bottom of the Anath Sea now.

When Tova had pulled Aya into the tattoo parlor three years ago, Aya had considered getting two concentric circles on her wrist for the Espri, the Manipulators of Mind, Emotion and Sensation. But the scar on her left palm from her blood oath to the Dyminara still stung, and she felt a surge of pride every time she saw it.

The Dyminara was her new order. Her home. A way for her to honor what Saudra had given her by doing exactly what the gods had decreed of the Visya: protect the realm.

She needed no other marker than that.

‘He was up rather early waiting for Elara to put out the chaucholda,’ Tova was saying. ‘He looked as tired as you do. As if he’d spent all night with someone special.’

‘Probably paid a victory visit to Marie after a productive evening,’ Aya muttered, picturing the sweet-faced brunette she’d seen Will dining with the other week. ‘Gods help her.’

Tova snorted into her clay mug. ‘I suppose there are worse people for her to spend the night with.’

‘Are there?’

Tova shrugged. ‘His arrogance doesn’t hide his looks. Not that it makes him any more tolerable whenever he opens his mouth. If only he weren’t so good at his job. We wouldn’t be forced to suffer him.’ Her wide hazel eyes sparkled with mischief as she nudged Aya, who watched the sloshing contents of Tova’s mug warily. ‘So did you reward yourself with a victory romp?’

Aya rolled her eyes. Tova knew that Elias was far too proper to come back to the Quarter at such a late hour. Or cowardly. Why he’d agreed to get twisted up with Aya was beyond her, especially when they both knew a match between them was impossible. Elias would need a noblewoman. And Aya …

She’d long learned she couldn’t afford such distractions anyway.

Tova set her mug on the bedside table and picked up the Conoscenza, flipping idly through the pages before tossing it onto the white duvet. Aya bit the inside of her cheek. Tova was constant chaos, always picking up things and leaving them in places they didn’t belong. Her friend loved to upset the precious balance Aya kept in her life.

Aya loved order. Structure. Control. There was something soothing about knowing things were exactly as she left them; about the predictability of setting something one way and keeping it that way, regardless of what was going on around her.

‘Do you ever read anything good?’ Tova complained.

‘By good, you’re referring to those horrible romance novels you can’t get enough of?’

‘You say horrible, I say passionate.’

Aya grinned. ‘Tala’s bloodthirsty general by day, hopeless romantic by night.’

Tova lifted a shoulder. ‘We can’t all be serious and stoic all the time.’

‘I have fun.’

Her friend leveled her a look. ‘Your idea of fun is carving a block of wood. I swear, blades are melded to your hands. Maybe try a hobby that doesn’t involve weapons or worship?’

Aya settled back against her pillows, arms crossed. ‘I went out with you two nights ago.’

‘Yes,’ Tova sighed dramatically as she picked at the duvet. ‘And you hated it.’

She hadn’t hated it. They’d met up with a few Anima who served in the queen’s general forces. Tova laughed easily with them. She knew them on a level Aya never would and never truly cared to. For Aya, it was enough to just be near. She’d never been the vibrant one; not like Tova, whose fiery passion drew everyone to her. Tova was a natural-born leader, and the warriors she commanded loved and respected her deeply. Aya preferred to stay on the edges, going unseen and unnoticed. Silence suited her just fine.

‘So,’ Tova mused, pulling her from her thoughts, ‘aside from discussing Trahir’s impending doom with Gianna, what’s on the agenda for today?’

‘Preparations for the Dawning.’

Tova groaned as she flopped back onto the pillows. ‘Hepha help me. My mother is probably already losing her mind. Remember how much garland we had to hang last year? My fingers still have sap on them.’

The winter festival honored Saint Evie. Her sacrifice hundreds of years ago in the War tore open the veil between the realm and the Beyond and called in the gods to abolish the Decachiré: the dangerous affinity work that had power-hungry Visya reaching to be gods by making their power limitless.

Though Visya power before the War was raw – able to be molded into any of the nine affinities instead of bound to one – it was still contained; set in what was known as someone’s ‘well’ that limited the depth of how far the Visya could go before burning out entirely.

But the Decachiré practitioners experimented with the limits of their wells, pushing further and further to gain more. They knew no bounds.

It wasn’t enough to be blessed by the gods. They wanted to be gods. Some tried bestowing powers onto humans, believing there was no greater indication of godlike power than creating a Visya themselves. And using them to further their cause in the War.

It was a dangerous practice that few survived.

The Decachiré nearly destroyed their realm as the practitioners expanded their dark affinity with one goal in sight: to become powerful enough to kill the gods.

But Evie … she had saved them all.

The Dawning celebration was in three days, and the city was in a frenzy. Garland was hung, candles were lit, and even the Athatis, the sacred wolves that guarded the Dyminara, feasted with a celebratory hunt.

‘Come with me instead. Leave the decorating to Caleigh.’ Tova’s younger sister was far better at it. As a Terra, her earth affinity made her a natural grower of things with a patience Tova didn’t possess.

‘I’ll be making pies with Pa.’

Tova hummed in agreement before resting her head on Aya’s shoulder. Aya let herself settle into her friend, finding a moment of rare peace as Tova’s cinnamon scent wrapped around her.

‘Do you wear that every night?’ Tova finally muttered, her brow scrunched as she eyed Elias’ shirt. A screech escaped her as she tried to dodge Aya’s blow. ‘By the way, I have your gloves,’ she added. ‘They’re so much prettier than mine.’

‘You’re the worst,’ Aya muttered half-heartedly, the cold pebbling the skin of her bare legs as she swung out of bed.

Tova grinned. ‘I know.’
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Will was fairly certain he might not make it through the day without murdering someone.

The early morning sun streamed through the arches that ran along one side of the cavernous Grand Palace entrance hall, turning the cobblestone floor a blinding shade of bright gray. He pinched the bridge of his nose. The chaucholda had done nothing to ease the steady headache building behind his eyes.

All night. It had taken all night to break the tradesmen, and they hadn’t had a lick of power. It was supposedly a crime and sin to use an affinity to harm a human, but he’d always been given leeway when in defense of the kingdom. Gianna made sure of that.

He’d long stopped praying for forgiveness from the gods for it. He doubted they’d listen to someone like him anyway.

Will sucked in a breath, blinking his eyes hard as Aya and Tova approached, as if that would be enough to rid the stabbing in his head. The general gave a muttered greeting, and Aya remained silent, her icy stare sweeping him from head to toe. He hated when she looked at him like that, as if she could see right through to the core of him.

He returned the favor, his gaze dragging across her.

Black leather pants that hugged the curve of her hips, sturdy black boots, another black sweater with a neckline that scooped just low enough to show the swell of her small breasts. Her thick dark brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail with a white ribbon – a touch of innocence.

A laughable notion, if Elias was to be believed. The young noble hadn’t been able to keep his mouth shut at the tavern last week. Will had considered sending a sliver of his power to stop his droning, if only so he could enjoy his own company in peace.

He wouldn’t have needed more. Not with a sap like Elias.

Aya glared at the brazenness in his stare, and he shot her a smirk he knew would make her see red as they made their way down the hall.

He loved getting under her skin.

Gianna’s private chambers sat in the East Wing of the palace. The gray, rough stone walls made it appear as if the castle was born of the mountain itself. It might as well have been, given the way it was nestled in the pass that overlooked the city. Its many windows and arches gave those inside an unobstructed view of Dunmeaden as it sprawled toward the port basin. One could almost see where the waters of the Loraine eventually became the Anath Sea.

The palace was decorated with subtle richness. Paintings depicting various Conoscenza passages hung on the walls, and hints of silver and gold wove through iron railings and fixtures.

‘You’re awfully quiet, William. Didn’t get enough sleep?’ Tova goaded from Aya’s right, finally breaking the silence.

‘Some of us, Tova, don’t have the privilege of getting beauty rest. We actually have to work.’

He didn’t wholly detest the general. They certainly weren’t friends, and he supposed he had Aya to thank for that. Though their mutual stubbornness was probably to blame as well. It had certainly led to enough arguments that involved pummeling each other every now and again.

Indeed, it was fire that snaked through Tova’s fingertips now as she smirked at him, readying for a challenge.

‘Quit it,’ Aya murmured. They’d reached Gianna’s chambers. She gave the guards a shallow nod.

‘Buzzkill,’ her friend hissed under her breath. The fire disappeared just as the double oak doors swung open.

Gianna sat at a low oval glass table in the middle of her circular sitting room, her long white dress just a shade lighter than her cream-colored skin. Gauzy white curtains framed the large windows to the left, which flooded the room with early sunlight. They each dropped to a knee, but Gianna was already beckoning them inside. ‘Come and sit.’ She motioned to the table, which was covered with pastries. ‘Help yourselves.’

Aya settled into her usual green velvet loveseat across from the queen, Will falling into the space next to her. Tova sat in a sturdy maroon armchair to their right. Gianna poured tea as they helped themselves to food, as if they were equals.

Will hadn’t known what to make of it at first – Gianna’s insistence on informalities. But he’d adapted. Just as the kingdom had when the young queen took the throne seven years ago after the king succumbed to his illness. Quite ideal timing, really, gods rest his soul. Because two years later Will was training for the Dyminara, and Gianna was announcing she would form a new Tría of her own.

It was exactly where he’d needed to be: in close proximity to his queen.

And it was exactly where she kept him.

She was thirty-five – twelve years older than Will. And yet it didn’t stop the rumors that had followed him for years now. The ones that hinted that his relationship with Gianna wasn’t merely as her Second, but as something more.

It wasn’t as though the queen had a shortage of lovers. She was beautiful. Her golden-brown hair looked like it was lit from within, especially when the sunlight caught it as it did now. And with her rosebud cheeks and soft brown eyes, one might almost mistake her as gentle.

But she was the ruler of the oldest kingdom of the realm – and such a position required cunning, and ambition, and power.

‘What news?’ Gianna asked, her gaze landing on Aya expectantly.

‘It’s as you suspected. They’re placing orders for weapons outside of the Council. Both tradesmen were apprehended, but there was no sign of the supplier. Ronan wasn’t at his post.’

Will watched as Aya’s jaw shifted. He didn’t need his affinity to know a fresh surge of irritation was rising in her. He’d learned to read her face long ago. It was a challenge, of sorts. The Queen’s Eyes: cool, unemotional, unaffected.

Stubborn as all hells, too.

He knew Aya well enough to know she loathed failing Gianna.

‘I stopped by his apartment, but no sign of him,’ Will cut in. ‘When I find him, I’ll be sure we receive an acceptable answer for his absence.’

Gianna nodded, her face thoughtful. ‘And the tradesmen?’ she asked him.

‘They gave no name for the supplier. But they shared that they were buying on behalf of Kakos.’

Silence, tense and deadly, followed his words, the only sound being Gianna’s fork clattering to her plate.

Even though Kakos occupied the entire lower third of their continent, it had been over a decade since anyone traded with the ostracized Southern Kingdom. Not since the rumors started. They were said to be searching for a way to attain the raw power that the Visya had before the War. ‘Diaforaté’ is what the kingdoms had named them.

The discovery of Kakos’ attempted heresy sent fear pulsing through the realm, and the late king created an embargo that banned Kakos from all trade. It was perhaps the only time the lands had agreed on a course of action.

It destroyed the Southern Kingdom.

Will supposed the hope was that they’d end up like Chamen, the kingdom to the far south whose icy climate and remote location made trade difficult and had impacted their economy severely.

But if Kakos was buying weapons … they were planning something. Vengeance, if Will had to take a guess, for the years the realm had left them to wither away.

And they weren’t as weak as the realm had thought.

Tova swore softly.

‘Were the merchants buying on Trahir’s orders?’ Gianna asked sharply.

‘They claim to be working alone, and I sensed it to be true.’ Pain echoed through Will, a mere whisper of the night before but noticeable nonetheless. His face remained smooth. ‘We’ll want confirmation from the supplier of the weapons, of course, but …’

He didn’t need to finish. Everyone knew he had a particular way of wringing the truth from those who dared to lie in his presence.

‘They didn’t share much more. It took all night for that information alone.’

And he still hadn’t gotten what he wanted.

He’d pushed until they’d almost broken entirely, and even then he considered ending them for good. But Gianna had expressly forbade it, and her trust in him depended on his obedience.

Trust he couldn’t lose; not now that Kakos had begun to move.

Tova cleared her throat. ‘What of the other Trahir merchants who are in Dunmeaden? It’s not just the two of them. There’s a whole host here for the end of the trade season.’

Gianna tore her gaze away from where she’d been looking out the window, her lips pressed into a thin line. ‘We cannot attack their party. Especially if those two were operating alone. If they were, and we make a move against the others, Trahir could take that as an invitation for war.’

‘So we go to war.’ Tova’s hazel eyes were bright, as if her flames danced within them. ‘Our army is strong enough to withstand this battle, especially if we strike first.’

‘And what would you say to the citizens of Tala?’ Gianna retorted. ‘A war with Trahir impacts our food source. With no time to prepare and no allies behind us, we won’t survive the winter.’

The Ventaleh howled outside the window, as if in agreement.

Relations with Trahir had long been tenuous. They were allies, Will supposed, but in name only. The Western Kingdom was by far the richest and most powerful, and had long lorded their position of power over Tala, whether it be the depths of their coffers, their seemingly endless food supply, or the size of their armies – all bargaining chips leveraged by the Trahir Merchant Council to get better trade deals that deepened their pockets.

An impulse attack on their visiting merchants could truly mean war … and it would be one they’d fight alone. Will doubted Milsaio, the kingdom of four islands that sat between Trahir and Tala, would want to go through the winter without the aid of the most prosperous kingdom in their realm. And the Midlands certainly wouldn’t be behind it – not when they already played buffer between Tala and Kakos. Their proximity to the ostracized kingdom had damaged them enough.

They’d be dead before spring. Winter was a harsh season in the north, and trade with Trahir was the only thing that kept them from falling behind.

Tova tossed the scone she’d been holding onto her plate with a heavy plunk. ‘It’s the citizens of Tala I’m thinking of. We let Trahir buy weapons for Kakos and there will be no citizens to feed. If you think—’

‘Enough,’ Gianna interjected. ‘We will not move without confirmation that the party acted alone. Trahir is our ally. I will not make assumptions and risk the peace the gods have blessed us with for centuries. Besides, they were in my kingdom for weapons. A supplier in Tala is sympathetic to Kakos. Let us not be rash, Tova.’

Will watched as Tova’s jaw tightened, but she nodded. Bold she may be, but Tova would not rebuke her queen.

‘For now,’ Gianna continued, her voice curt as she turned her attention to Will, ‘notify the Trahir Court that we have apprehended two of their tradesmen and they will be charged for their crimes. And take the rest of their visiting merchants to dinner. Surely they’ll be shaken to hear the news. Assure them we mean them no harm.’

Will almost scoffed. As if fine dining could alleviate what Gianna planned to do to their two comrades.

‘Dominic will seek retribution through the pending agreements, Majesty,’ Will murmured. Will was due in Rinnia, the Trahir capital, in a matter of weeks to finesse trade terms with the Trahir Council. He had no doubt the months he’d spent planning would go to waste as soon as the king received his missive. Dominic was proud and arrogant, and would certainly see this incident as a blow to his fragile ego and a perfect way to deepen Trahir’s pockets by changing the terms to benefit them.

Will knew the greed of the merchants intimately. He’d been raised by one, after all. It was exactly the move his father would make. Look for a weakness and exploit it.

‘I have no doubt this incident with the tradesmen will cause tension with Dominic,’ Gianna sighed heavily. ‘But I would be a fool to let them go free. I trust you to smooth it over on behalf of our Council.’

Will dipped his head in assent. He was used to soothing tempers and bolstering egos.

Gianna’s eyes moved to her Third.

Aya had remained silent throughout the exchange, but Will knew better than to think she wasn’t turning each piece of information over in her head. Aya was an expert at lying in wait – at observing and calculating and acting when the time was right.

‘I want to know who in Dunmeaden is selling weapons to the one kingdom that threatens this realm’s peace,’ Gianna ordered.

Aya’s lips quirked into a small, cold smile. Will recognized that light in her blue eyes.

A predator unleashed on its prey.

‘Consider it done,’ was all she said.
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Aya kept a quick pace as she cut through town, her hands shoved into the pockets of her dark gray coat. Tova was silent at her side as they wove through the hordes of townspeople decorating for the Dawning. The crisp scent of evergreen carried on the wind, and Aya inhaled it deeply, tucking it away as they continued toward the docks.

Aya knew being told to stand down didn’t sit well with her friend. She hadn’t said a word since they’d left Gianna’s chambers.

The queen had asked Will to stay behind, and Aya hadn’t missed the self-satisfied smirk on his face, nor the way Gianna’s own stare had lingered on her Second. Aya loathed to think the rumors surrounding them were true; to think Gianna would stoop so low. But …

It’s none of your business. Leave it alone.

‘Do you want to talk about it?’ she asked as she cut a glance at her friend.

Tova stared resolutely ahead. ‘No.’

‘You sure?’

Tova’s gaze was burning as it flicked to Aya. ‘Not so fun being kept out of people’s heads, is it?’

‘You don’t want to be in my head,’ Aya muttered. ‘Trust me. It’s not a pleasant place.’

Tova scoffed, irritation rolling off her in waves. But Aya knew better than to back down from her friend’s anger; knew better than to think it was directed at her. She could see the words steadily building in Tova, her round jaw shifting as she worked through her frustration. ‘We shouldn’t be so dependent on Trahir,’ she finally bit out. ‘Every year it’s the same damn thing: more groveling to the foreign councils so we don’t fall behind.’

Aya wasn’t sure she’d call those meetings groveling. Tala did have weapons and wool to offer for leverage in negotiations. But she didn’t disagree with Tova either.

The air clouded in front of Aya as she blew out a steady breath. ‘The queen is right. Attacking the Trahir merchants could be catastrophic.’ Tova frowned, but Aya continued before her friend could object. ‘The fight is here, Tova. We stop the supplier, we stop any of this before it gets out of hand.’

She didn’t want to think about what might happen if Kakos did get its hands on weapons.

Tova didn’t say a word as they stepped onto the wooden planks of the docks of the Rouline.

‘Don’t expect a friendly welcome,’ Aya muttered, her eyes set on the faded brick of the Squal.

Tova snorted. ‘I rarely do with you.’

It was exactly why she had chosen Tova to accompany her. A formidable general she may be, but Tova was also naturally alluring. She knew how to be magnetic, and how to put people at ease. And while Aya had been trained to meld into any setting, this particular one didn’t need her feigned charm. It needed the Queen’s Eyes. Tova’s presence could soften the fear just enough to get them what they needed.

Aya shouldered the rotted wooden door open, her gaze sweeping the dark, seedy tavern once. She had done her job thoroughly. Shards of glass littered the floor, sparkling like diamonds in the soft glow of the sconces that lined the walls. Most of the tables were upturned, and it looked as though a few of the chair legs had been wielded as weapons.

‘We’re closed,’ a rough voice growled from the bar. An older man stood with his back to them, his body stooped as he cleaned up broken liquor bottles. He ran a hand through his gray hair as he stood upright, releasing a heavy sigh as he surveyed the damage in front of him.

Aya stepped over a brown puddle, her nose scrunching at the smell wafting through the room.

‘Not for us.’ Her voice was calm even as tension settled in the space between her shoulders. She’d lost her most important mark in this godsdamn bar last night.

The man turned, the color draining from his face as he registered his company. Tavern-owners made it a point to know Gianna’s Tría. It didn’t bode well to be caught unaware.

‘Apologies. How can I be of assistance?’ There was a slight tremor in his voice. Perhaps Aya wouldn’t need to persuade him after all.

‘Two tradesmen were caught fleeing your bar last night after making illegal trades outside of the Council.’ Aya leaned a hip against the bar, her hands sliding into her coat pockets. ‘The supplier is missing. And given you so generously hosted these meetings, we thought you might be willing to give us the information we need.’

The man’s hands trembled as he reached for the rag he’d slung over his shoulder. He twisted the cloth nervously. ‘I didn’t know they were doing anything illegal.’

Tova’s laugh tinkled through the space. She flipped her hair over her shoulder and gave the man a friendly wink. ‘Shall we take a look at your books, then? See how ethical this business really is?’

‘Are you checking other establishments?’

‘Other establishments aren’t playing host to a weapons supplier willing to sell to Kakos,’ Aya answered. The man blanched further. No one wanted to be caught with any sort of tie to the ostracized kingdom. Not if they wanted to live to see another day.

His eyes were pleading as he looked to Tova, as if she were the one he could reason with.

‘I never saw them,’ he stammered. ‘Only the tradesmen and their guards. Whoever they were meeting used the side entrance. I didn’t know they had anything to do with Kakos.’

Tova leaned forward, bracing her arms on the bar, her brows rising. ‘You never thought to investigate?’

The owner had the nerve to look sheepish. ‘It’s usually best we don’t.’

Tova snorted, muttering
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