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Acker,

While you’ve been fending off Roison’s forces to the east, I’ve just received word that Kai and his father, along with all of the Alaha, have reached the black sand beaches of their shores. Your army is soon going to be outnumbered. You know it as well as I do. And you’re going to call upon your closest and only allies, the Strou to the north of both of our territories across the gulf, if you haven’t already.

This is my letter asking you not to.

I cannot allow the Strou to reach your land, and my people have done nothing to incite any harm onto them. I understand this is a significant request considering our fraught relationship, but I’d be remiss not to advocate for my people. I believe, if faced with the same dilemma, you would do the same.

Gods, I’m still confused on how we got here.

The last four years have felt endless. Yet, life continues to move forward anyway. Sometimes I think of removing the mangi stones on the off chance you’ve done the same, just so I can get a glimpse inside your head. But then I remember what happened the last time I did, and I convince myself I’m better off not knowing.

If you can’t seem to see that your father is tyrannical in his rule, then I was wrong, and you don’t deserve the crown any more than your father does. I’ll consider any attack on my people as a direct attack from you, and I’ll send the Maile army for both of your heads.

—Jovie

I lift the quill from the parchment and let out a breath of frustration.

I’m wasting my time. There’s no reason for Acker to ever consider sparing Maile when his people are in tatters due to my betrayal. All this letter will serve to do is humiliate me.

Opening the door to the lamp on my desk, I touch the corner of the parchment to the flame, watching as it slowly works its way up the parchment.

A better leader would send it. Saving her people by any means necessary, including her pride.

But I’m going to need what little pride I have left to lead an army to defend my territory, and I can’t do it with Acker snapping the last thread of hope holding my heart together by denying me.

I’d rather face death instead.


Chapter 1

Acker

“Where the fuck is he going?”

Hallis pivots from his watch point at the top of the stairs outside the palace’s front doors, eyes roving over my half-dressed state, brow raised. “Rumor has it he has female company awaiting him at the southern cottage.”

I finish buttoning my shirt as I descend the rest of the steps toward the carriage. “Father,” I announce.

He turns, fixing the gloves at his wrists, grin firmly in place despite my obvious displeasure. “Son, where are your shoes?”

“Tyreek called an urgent meeting. The entire council is waiting as we speak.”

“I have something important to attend to. I’m sure it’s nothing you can’t handle without me,” my father says.

“They won’t see it that way,” I argue.

My father’s calm expression doesn’t wane. “Then you make them.”

He taps me on the cheek. The gesture is meant to be placating, something he’s done ever since I was a child, and it’s condescending as fuck. Harold, the driver, holds the door open as my father slides into the carriage. He, at least, has the wherewithal to appear repentant.

I, along with the trainees in the courtyard, watch as the dark stallions parade the carriage toward the palace gates.

Unbelievable.

Hallis’s footsteps draw near and his gaze turns toward the sky. “Still odd to see the wall free of buzzards.”

My eyes shift to the parapets where the birds used to rest.

When Jovie and her pet shifter, Messer, fled from the palace after killing every last member of my father’s council, they stopped just long enough to disarm the soldiers at the gate, and as the birds above scattered into the night sky, Jovie stood under that iron fence and unleashed her magic. A bolt of burning light so bright I had to shield my eyes from my place on the balcony. She broke through the iron chains holding the cages aloft, sending the enclosures holding the bodies of the king’s prisoners to the ground in a clash of defiance.

It was the least of her transgressions, considering the blood-soaked floors of the dining hall, but somehow the most damning to my father’s crown. It sent a message to the people: the princess of Maile does not condone the oppression of anyone born of magic.

Since that day nearly four years ago, Jovinnia’s name has been whispered in dark alleys and backrooms of taverns. The once-feared light wielder became a beacon of hope in the city for those with magic. Apparently, a hidden seed of rebellion has been festering in my father’s city, and Jovie’s actions gave it the water it needed to grow. It didn’t take long for people to grow brazen. Protests erupted; mangi stones from the collars that magic wielders had been forced to wear littered the streets or were ground to dust under the hordes of marching feet. They began calling for change , for release from oppression. The image of my father’s hanging body painted on the outside of the palace walls is vivid in my mind. The rope around his neck the same mottled orange as mangi stones.

The cages never went back up.

Hallis’s voice calls out to the trainee soldiers still lingering in the courtyard. “Quit your gawking! Back to work.”

The young faces of the boys make my stomach roil.

“Have Imen take over training and report to the war room,” I tell Hallis, brushing past him. “Have a maidservant send in the best wine they can find in the cellars. And something to eat. Maybe it’ll help smooth over my father’s absence.”

“Doubtful,” Hallis mutters under his breath as he turns to comply.

Taking the stairs two at a time, I re-enter the palace and head upstairs to the spare bedchamber and quickly straighten the unkempt bedding to hide any evidence of my presence in the space. The last thing I need is the maidservants gossiping about me not staying in my own bedchamber. I retrieve the string of mangi stones from the bedside table. In my haste to try and stop my father from leaving the city, I’d forgotten the necklace. A careless mistake.

As much as I despise the speckled stones, they serve a vital purpose in bringing comfort to the appointed council lords, buffering my magic in their presence. A few of them have gifts, but none that can rival the lethality of mine, and that makes them nervous. More importantly, however, the stones prevent my Match from eavesdropping.

Wrapping them around my neck, I let the ends hang across my lapels. They’re heavy and the way they smother my magic is exhausting. A constant reminder of her betrayal.

Not that I expect Jovie to bridge the gap of the Bond to spy on me. She’s only done it once since her departure that I’m aware of … and I’m positive she learned her lesson the first time. I made sure of it.

I put on shoes and make my way down to the war room, taking a deep breath before I enter. I’d rather face down an army of men twice my size before dealing with the council, but, alas, here I am. My father’s substitute.

Conversation comes to a halt as I enter, all heads swiveling in my direction. The chandelier overhead shines down over the war map in the center of the room, kept lit at all hours during times of war in case of urgent business. Although bright on the map’s topography, the light never quite reaches the walls of the chamber, keeping shadows lurking in the corners.

Lord Draken speaks first. “Where’s the king?”

“He won’t be attending,” I say, addressing the other fourteen men. I nod to Hallis. “Let’s go ahead and begin.”

Tyreek, the last to agree to take a seat on my father’s newly appointed council, leans forward, hands gripping the side of the table. “I stressed the importance of your father being here when I requested this meeting,” he says.

The formidable man is not one to be easily rattled. After he served in my grandfather’s military as a boy, he returned to his life manning his family’s farm on the outskirts of Kenta. He weathered droughts and dealt with occasional trolls trespassing on his lands before I convinced him to sit on my father’s council, so the pinched frustration lining his features has my hair standing on end.

“What is it?” I inquire.

“We’ve been forced to retreat from the front line.”

I stalk around the table to his position. “Where?”

He points to the northern outskirts of his land where the plains of farmland turn into a rocky hillside. “Roison has pushed my men into the valley.”

It’s not ideal, but it could be worse. The land bottlenecks, making it difficult for any sized battalion to maneuver through it. My real concern is the crop of wheat beyond the small fjord. With the help of Alaha’s forces, they could demolish our food supply, starving the battalion out.

I look at Hallis. “How many men can we spare from nearby posts?”

He’s already shaking his head. “We’re spread thin across the front lines covering the increase in Roison troop movement. It’d be a waste to take men from more vulnerable areas just to save one battalion.”

I turn my gaze back to Tyreek. “Numbers?”

“We have five thousand to Roison’s thirty.” He drags his hand across the board. “If they take the valley, they can be at the palace walls within a few weeks’ time.”

Hallis shifts on his feet. “It would take weeks just for Roison’s thirty thousand men to move through the narrow passage. Months if the end of summer storms come early.” His tone is apologetic, clearly hating to vote against Tyreek.

“They’re more likely to die trying than actually succeed in breaking through,” I concur.

By the looks on the men’s faces, they’re not happy about our conclusion. They’re worried. If Roison is successful in pushing their forces through the fjord, it would set a terrible precedent. Being the first to lose ground is never a good sign.

“This is bullshit!” Lord Paul slams a closed fist on the table, rattling the pieces on the map. He’s one of the few in the room with noble blood, and he sure as hell acts as though it gives his opinion more weight than the lower-born lords sitting on the council. “I didn’t accept this council position only to take orders from two boys a fraction of my age. It’s insulting.”

“It’d be less disrespectful if the king spat directly in our faces,” another agrees.

This is what I’m not good at. Pacifying old men, playing babysitter in my father’s absence. I’m better suited for the battlefield where I can actually see the differences I make in this war.

Then you make them.

“Have you all forgotten?” My eyes land on each of their insolent faces in turn as I march around the table. “I’ve fought for my land. Bled for it. My people. As has Hallis.” I point to my friend, less his left hand from the battle we fought as children, and hence giftless. “No one has sacrificed more than he has , the youngest in this room. How dare you question our authority? Our understanding of what it’s like to be outnumbered?”

The silence that follows allows the last of my words to hang over the room. They know the story of our survival, the tales of my lethality on the battlefield. They may be able to question my authority in my father’s absence, but they cannot question my experience. But the bitter truth is … they question my judgment because I’m the one who brought death and betrayal to Kenta. It might have been my Match’s actions to cripple my father’s court, along with my sister’s, but in their eyes it might as well have been mine.

As anticipated, Paul is the first to dare a response. “And where are you now?” he slurs, rattling more pieces. “Standing in this room, far, far away from any battle of this war.”

“As are you,” Hallis drawls. “Go ahead and have another bottle, Paul. What an honor to your people.”

The drunkard opens his mouth, face belligerently red, but Tyreek effectively shuts him up with a hand on his shoulder. “I am not questioning your leadership, Ace,” he says, using the nickname my comrades gave me. “I’m only asking for a few bodies to even the playing field. Zion is down there.”

His son. A brother to myself and Hallis. One of the five who shares the same scar.

Like half the men in this room, Tyreek was unprepared to replace the previous lord. Unlike them, he didn’t want this position, but I knew his military knowledge and genuineness would be valuable to the council. It took a lot of convincing and many trips to his region to finally sway him. The very last thing I want is for him to feel as if I’m abandoning the promises I made to him and his family. I swore to Tyreek that I would provide for his family as well as his entire region if he agreed to take on the title of lord. Made up of mostly farmers, his community already felt disregarded by my father after a bout of harsh winters, and leaving Zion’s battalion defenseless will only look as though I’m doing exactly that.

“Tell Zion to disperse his men to higher ground,” I say, running my fingers along the hillside. “The passage won’t allow more than a few hundred men to funnel through at a time. They should be able to pick them off from above. We will divert the next batch of troops as soon as they’re ready.”

Tyreek accepts the plan of action with a tilt of his chin.

We continue to collect numbers by region. In total, we’re down ten thousand men, four hundred horses, and in desperate need of healers. Our crops and resources are dwindling.

It took two years for the war to commence after Jovie’s betrayal. Just as she had insisted it would happen, the Alaha joined Roison’s forces in the east. And because of her warning, we were able to muster our own army at the border in enough time to defend our land from their invasion.

It took another year before we were forced to concede ground to Roison. People are becoming less and less tolerant. There’s not a family who hasn’t sent at least one of their men off to fight. Many of those men haven’t been home in years. Many won’t return at all. But for all the tales of Wren’s armies, I’ve yet to see anything unprecedented in their advance. Nothing extraordinary or commendable.

But in the last year we have become increasingly outnumbered, and we’re in desperate need of more men after two years of constant battle.

My eyes flick to the miniature wooden ships on the map’s surface, over the expanse of water separating Strou’s land—our only ally—from us. The land bends into the shape of a crescent moon, with Maile’s territory acting as an impenetrable barrier between Strou and Kenta. Evelyn’s navy has intercepted any help the Strou has tried to send our way. While the queen of Maile has remained impartial to our plight against Roison, the reports of the battles over the northern sea between her navy and Strou have been abysmal and not in our favor.

“Bru,” I say, glancing at the singular Strou warrior in attendance. He’s fucking atrocious to look at and nearly twice the size of Hallis at his side. Why Irina’s father, the king of Strou, would send him as regent is beyond my comprehension. “Any word of progress from the gulf?”

The mammoth warrior looks at the markers, then gives a single shake of his head. “One ship arrived at port about a week ago. It was the only one out of the last seven sent to make it past Maile’s blockade in the last few weeks.”

I release a breath from my nose, making eye contact with Hallis. We’ve had endless discussions about what an ambush on Maile’s northernmost border could mean for the war, but with supplies and troops dwindling, the reward of such drastic action is beginning to outweigh the risk. His expression holds, an unspoken question lingering between us. Are you sure?

And I nod.

He points to the hillside where the Strou and Maile borders meet in the north. “Let’s divide their attention,” he begins, and the very next breath in my chest feels tighter.

I swear to protect her with my dying breath.

The blood oath I made to protect Jovie consistently reminds me to stay within the parameters of my promise and I take the warning for what it is. While not directly against my Match or at my command, the order is a little too close to being so for my magic’s liking. I signal to Hallis that I’m leaving.

In a foul mood, I return to my bedchamber to find it empty, much to my relief. A platter of half-eaten fruit and bread sits on the table beside the bed, two half-finished glasses of red wine accompanying it. Helping myself, I pour the leftover wine into one glass and carry it to my workstation. Books are splayed open across the surface, overflowing onto the floor where stacks of texts clutter half the room. Taking a swallow of wine, I skim a few of the spines in hopes that one catches my eye.

I’ve gone through bouts of obsessive searching for a way to break the oath, spending weeks, sometimes months, scouring pages of old texts in a bid to discover a remedy. Whenever I think I’ve stumbled across something even remotely promising, I’ve sent sentries to retrieve it. Herbs in the deepest of Roison’s forests, rare stones found in the western springs, and leeches from the southern marshes. I’ve tried it all and all I’ve gotten in return is a weird rash and a stomachache.

Philosophers and scientists differ in their theories on blood oaths, but the one commonality they share is the belief that the same key that made the oath has to be what breaks it— blood. But aside from draining myself dry, there doesn’t seem to be a viable option.

It’s worthless endeavor anyway.

I’ll never be able overcome the blood oath unless I figure out how to eradicate the love I still have for Jovie. It’s a strange conundrum, loving her while also wanting to hurt her the same way she did me. Sometimes I make myself sick, hating her as much as I miss the feel of her skin against mine.

Blood oath or not, Jovie will always be my greatest weakness.


Chapter 2

Acker

The kitchen is the only place where I can eat lunch without being hounded by petitioners. They loiter in the halls in a bid to corner me. They’re constantly angling to push their own agendas, to get my approval to send aid to their own lands. More soldiers, more wheat, more weapons. It pains me to lie to them, knowing their people need help. But dear gods, they’re fucking vultures, willing to take from a neighbor if it means extra coffers for their own.

The cook has a plate ready for me. The turkey is dry, and I suffer down a few bites of even drier sourdough. It does little to satisfy my stomach, but I give Antony a nod of thanks anyway as I get up to leave. His culinary skills don’t hold a candle to those of our last cook, but considering our previous cook, Henry, was a treacherous fuck, I remind myself to be grateful my meal is at least not poisoned.

I navigate through the maidservants’ quarters behind the kitchen. The women are accustomed to me using their halls to leave the palace without being seen. Most of them are veteran staff and pay me little mind. But there are a few girls who see my brief appearance as an opportunity to vie for my attention with unbuttoned blouses and hiked skirts. Many of them would skin a cat for a chance to be my concubine, and I make sure to avoid their lingering gazes as I leave via the back entrance of the servants’ wing.

The sky is overcast, hanging like an indictment over the capitol. After discovering the secret alcove under the library when Jovie was at court, I did some further digging and found a series of fail-safes around the grounds as well. The hidden passages behind the walls apparently aren’t the only secret the palace holds.

The smell of sweet vanilla permeates the air. The blanket of blooming vines overhanging the north side of the palace walls was planted to disguise the smell of rubbish from the kitchen. But underneath the foliage, set into an alcove, a gate is concealed. No one would think to go near the poisonous leaves for fear of the blistering welts the vine is known to cause on exposed skin.

Pulling my hood over my head, I ensure all of my skin is covered before I duck underneath the vines. I place my palm against the iron lock, concentrating hard to slide the mech­anism open despite the mangi stones around my neck. While they’re a hinderance in my ability to use the full extent of my magic, I’m able to unlock the gate and emerge into the back alley of merchants.

I’m mindful to keep my face hidden as I step onto the street. I could send a palace aide to do my bidding, but trust is no longer something I hand out so freely. My title alone doesn’t afford me the luxury anymore. Besides, I want to speak with my friend face-to-face.

The city is quiet. Few people venture among the businesses and shuttered restaurants. The statue of Mother Nature stands barren in the city’s central plaza. Water which once flowed between the figure’s raised fingers has long gone dry. The children who often played in the fountain’s basin are long gone, and I can’t remember the last time I heard a child’s laughter.

There’s a stillness I’ve only ever experienced right before battle. When the wind itself seems to be afraid of what’s to come. Still as the breath the soldier’s hold in their lungs as they await their fight.

It’s not until I reach the blacksmith that the silence of the city is broken. The sound of iron striking iron and the grunts of men working. Hearths are blazing on either side of the brick yard when I enter, the largest fire burning in the middle, turning the courtyard into an oven. Sweat instantly coats my neck and back as I look for my friend and fellow comrade through the haze of smoke. I find Wells barking at one of his men to remove a plate of iron from a fire, his skin blackened with soot. He returns to striking the weapon on the anvil before him and doesn’t see me until I’m close, eyes darting to me between heaves of the hammer in his hand.

Sparks fly from the molten metal. Strike after strike after strike.

He inspects the blade before shoving it into the fire. “Yeah?” he says.

“Wanted to see if you had any update on the next shipment of armor.”

Using the handkerchief from his back pocket, he rubs his neck, then his forehead. It’s a losing battle as the moisture continues to sluice down his face. “I received word from Dusty in Auden and he said he’ll be able to match my five hundred pieces by the end of the week.”

Auden is four days east of us. “And Trey?”

He shakes his head. “His last batch of iron got intercepted by bandits a few weeks ago. He’s still waiting for materials.”

Fuck. The stirrings of a possible growing rebellion is another problem entirely.

“It’ll take a further two weeks to get materials to the front lines,” I say.

Someone yells for assistance and Wells looks over his shoulder to make sure it’s being handled before his eyes snap back to me. “Anything else?”

I narrow my eyes at his clipped words. “Everything all right?”

He huffs and shakes his head, as if he can’t believe I’d ask him such an asinine question, then leaves me standing in the middle of the yard.

I’m so caught off guard by his reaction, I’m frozen in place as I watch him return to the hearth to shovel coal into the fire’s mouth. I debate the merits of letting it go, trying to convince myself it’s just the stress of the war getting to him, but there’s something about the way he looked at me that I can’t shake.

My anger rises with my body temperature as I stalk toward him. “If you have something you need to get off your chest—say it.”

He doesn’t even spare me a glance. “I don’t have the patience to appease you today, Acker. Go home.”

“Appease me?”

“You heard me,” he says, slamming the door on the kiln and latching it. “Every few weeks you come down here and demand more weapons and more armor and more bits, and when they’re not ready yesterday, you act like it’s unacceptable.” He strips his gloves off and storms toward the door leading to his living quarters.

I follow close behind him.

The first alarming thing I notice upon entry is the dirty floor. Wells leaves boot tracks in the soot as I follow him into the dining area. Black daggers and swords in various stages of creation lie on the dining room table.

Wells throws an eyebrow up at whatever he sees on my face. “Oh, you didn’t know?” He removes his apron and throws it over the mess. “Your father had a wagon full of hearthstone delivered weeks ago with orders to make as many weapons as I could with it.”

The fuck …

Hearthstone weapons belong wholly to their maker. Whoever forges the weapon can recall the weapon to them anytime, anywhere, and they’re lethal when used against an Heir, capable of killing someone’s magic, making it impossible for them to heal—on land or otherwise. And it’s impossibly rare. Too rare to mine this much without great effort. Yet, my father hasn’t mentioned increasing mining efforts …

But what’s most concerning is the sheer number of weapons Wells is making. Upon becoming a blacksmith, he made a blood oath to never recall any hearthstone weapon he’s asked to forge. And while it’s typical for the king to occasionally demand a weapon here and there, this number is unprecedented.

I turn my gaze back toward Wells. “Why didn’t you mention this the last time I was here?”

He shrugs halfheartedly. “I thought you knew,” he says, continuing to the kitchen.

Following him, I ask, “Where’s Olivia?”

“I sent her to stay with my parents.”

That explains the attitude. Wells and Olivia haven’t spent more than a day apart since they were sixteen. And it also explains the condition of their home. Olivia would be spitting mad if she saw the state that it’s in.

Wells digs through the cabinets, knocking the contents onto the counters. There’s a pinch between his shoulders, tension pulling his shirt taut. Once he finds a can of his liking, he removes a knife from the drawer and stabs it into the container, sawing it open. He folds back the top and tips the can straight to his mouth.

It’s now that I notice how thin he’s gotten. “When was the last time you had a real meal?” When he doesn’t answer me, I pull a spoon from the drawer and shove it into the can of peas before he can raise it to his mouth again. “What’s going on, Wells?”

He lifts the utensil, if a little begrudgingly. “She’s pregnant,” he says with his mouth full.

It takes a moment for the words to register.

Olivia is pregnant. Wow.

“That’s … incredible, Wells.” I clear my throat in an effort to insert more enthusiasm into my voice. “Congratulations.”

He nods, but it’s without an ounce of excitement.

We’re at war and there’s no escaping it. As a royal blacksmith, he’s well off enough to still afford food and necessities, but he’s haggard. He’s spent the last three years restocking the military’s cache and we’ve run through it in a fraction of the time it took to make it. It’s not just a less than ideal time to bring a baby into this world.

It’s the worst possible time.

“She and the baby will be safe on the northern shores,” I say.

“For how long?” He drops his spoon into the now empty can, but he knows as well as I do that I can’t answer that. “Olivia is under the impression Jovie originally offered you a truce,” he says, meeting my gaze.

“She’s spoken to her?” I ask, struggling to hide my outrage. He doesn’t reply, knowing that even from him I won’t stand for treason. “If Olivia is conspiring with our enemy—”

“Your enemy,” he clarifies, cutting me off. Eyes of molten ore, he levels his glare at me—daring me to finish my sentence.

I lock my teeth together in a bid to hold back my temper.

Hurt and confusion muddy his features, eyes becoming glassy as he holds my stare. “None of this had to happen,” he says, shaking his head. “So many lives have been sacrificed, for what?”

My reply is laced with disbelief. “She wanted my father’s head in return.”

In an instant, he’s enraged, slamming the can onto the counter. “You spared the man who put this collar around my neck!”

I’m too stunned to react.

I never told Wells and Olivia the ultimatum my Match gave me. Anytime I broached the subject, I couldn’t get the words to leave my mouth, the truth of what actually transpired that night almost four years ago. After a while, I figured it was best to let the story lie with the dead members of the council.

But, if I’m honest with myself, I always suspected that they wouldn’t understand, having voiced their displeasure of my father’s reign time and time again.

He spins about and slaps the cabinet beside him, taking his frustrations out on something—anything—to stop himself from doing something he can’t take back. Like put his hands on me.

After a few moments of silence, he speaks with his back to me. “You know as well as I do that Maile could have used our vulnerability against us by now.” When he turns around, he’s a little calmer. “They know we moved all of our armies to fight at the Roison border. There’s nothing stopping them from invading our land, razing our cities—hell, seizing the capitol … but they haven’t.” His eyes are imploring. “You must have considered the reason.”

I’ve considered it ad nauseam. Nothing about this entire war makes sense. Evelyn has had every opportunity to harry us from the west, but hasn’t. Jovie had the makings of a rebellion within the walls of this very city, but never called upon it.

It leaves a singular, bitter notion that somehow makes me the sickest: that Jovie never had any intention of destroying my father’s crown or Kenta. That she only went through with the plan to try and kill my father to appease her lover—Wren’s son. Kai.

But I don’t think right now is the right time to tell Wells of my suspicions, or that I’ve ordered the siege on Maile’s northern border. I fought with the decision for months, and while Maile hasn’t attacked us directly, they’ve hindered any ships trying to reach us from Strou. We’re short on men, weapons, food, and even fucking candle wax, for gods’ sakes, and it’s their fault we’ve stagnated for so long.

Of all the lives I’ve taken, none have haunted me like the ones I possibly sacrificed by saving my father. My people are dropping like flies. The longer this war wages, the harder it is to reconcile when a decision is right and when it’s just easier, but like hell am I going to take the blame for the actions of one girl.

The memory of the moment I watched my Match hold a dagger to my father’s throat—the very same dagger I carried around in her fucking honor—plagues me.

Wells’s voice cuts through my thoughts. “It’s the same collar he’ll one day put around my child’s neck, Acker.”

“What are you saying?” I ask, meeting his gaze. “That you’re against me?”

He shakes his head. “I’ll never be against you, Ace,” he says, placing a hand against his chest. “I’m asking—if you can end this war, by any means … please … do it.”

Wells saved my life at thirteen by throwing himself in front of an arrow meant for me. A favor I returned by pushing him out of the way of the second arrow that followed, and it solidified our bond for a lifetime and beyond. It’s something immeasurable.

It’s why hearing his desperation hurts as much as it does.

He dips his head in the traditional Kenta gesture of allegiance. “A lot of blood has already been spilled, but …” He looks up and meets my gaze once again, a renewed vigor behind his eyes. “She’s your Match. She’ll listen.”

My heart sinks. “She’s not Olivia, Wells. Not all who are Bonded are a love Match.”

He gives me the worst look of all—disappointment. “You can lie to yourself all you want, Ace, but you know as well as I do, she could have done worse. She chose war over killing your father because you asked her not to. If that’s not love, then I don’t know what is.”

I’m too exhausted to argue with him about my Match’s love for me or the lack thereof.

I turn to leave. “I’ll see what I can do about getting you more iron,” I say, walking away.

Unlike him, I have a wife to return to.


Chapter 3

Jo

I keep my eyes peeled for any sign of purple amid the bodies, but the red of Strou’s crest seems to be the predominant color. For that I’m thankful. A nearby soldier places a foot against one of the dead, using the leverage to yank the curved saber from the chest with a wet squelch. Curved blades have a tendency to get stuck once the blood thickens. He inspects the blade before throwing it in a nearby keep barrow.

At least the end of the battlefield is in sight. The last of the casualties littering the ground are being picked over for usable equipment while the dogwatch of soldiers piles the fallen bodies in a heap, ready to burn. It takes two of our men to carry a single Strou warrior. Meaty bastards, the lot of them.

In the northern reaches of the continent, where the winters rarely mellow and they eat oxen for breakfast, the most brutal of men are raised. If you can even call them that. Men. The scars marking their faces, arms, and chests give them a monstrous appearance. A slash of hearthstone across their skin for every life taken by their hands.

I’ve seen the count leave their mouths in the heat of battle.

Trophies, General Samasu called them.

This fight in particular was short. Nothing more than a squabble before bedtime. They’ve been toying with us for months since they arrived. They send a few hundred men down at a time, sometimes a thousand. The numbers of men they ambush us with is always different, so we never know what the day will bring.

We’re not naive to their tactics: dividing our military’s focus, harrying us at random intervals to distract from their true intentions—getting aid and men across the gulf to Kenta. We knew what they were doing the moment we received word that Strou warriors were spotted in the hillside just beyond our border. It was expected but not ideal, as we hurried to spread battalions across the expanse of land neighboring ours, dividing our resources. Supplies have to be diverted in two opposite directions. Things like food and water, as well as cots, clothing, and oil.

My breath escapes in a puff of fog as I release a sigh. Night sits on the horizon, the stars already visible as the sky fades to gray. Winter is closing in quickly this year and I’m not eager to embrace it. My mother told me I’d get used to the bite from the wind and the smell of ice in the air, but I’ve yet to do so.

“You shouldn’t be out here.” I look over my shoulder and find the source of the exasperated voice. General Samasu points a wordless order to a soldier before giving me his full attention. “You need rest.”

I bend to pick up a stray dagger. “Speak for yourself, old man.”

Fredrich, the soldier beside him, shucks the commandeered weapons into the uncovered wagon. I’ve heard the shielder speak all of five words in the months since we’ve been stationed here, so when he notices my stand-off with Sam, his slightly upturned lips catch me off guard. Especially considering there’s no love lost between him and myself.

I first noticed Fredrich observing me back in Maile. Lingering on rooftops or inside alleyways. Always around, but never too close. When I mentioned to my mother that a soldier had been following me she admitted to speaking to Sam about getting me protection. Not wanting to upset her, I accepted the tail, thinking my mother’s paranoia would wane over time. But when I realized he had followed me to the border, I’d had enough, and I, in no uncertain terms, made sure he knew to stay away from me. And in the face of my ire, all he did was stare at me with indifference.

I continue my search of the battlefield, swatting away the flies swarming around me with a wave, only for them to return a moment later. They’re a constant nuisance. Their buzz has followed us since the first battle, as if they know dinner will come if they hover around long enough.

The eyes of the dead are their favorite.

My gaze catches on the purple emblem peeking out from under an overturned Strou; a portion of the golden butterfly of the Maile crest is visible. I work my foot under the body, pushing the heavy warrior off of the man underneath.

My breath stutters in my chest.

The young boy’s face is familiar. I’ve seen him around camp. Son of a farmer, I believe. He would often turn his gaze away in my presence. At first I thought it was due to shyness, but over time I realized he was trying to hide his disdain for me. I suppose that was a kindness.

It’s odd. He looks almost peaceful, as if he were sleeping—if it weren’t for the scarlet blood splashed across his bone-white face. Most soldiers die with stricken faces, eyes wide as if their fight continued beyond the veil of life.

The ache in my chest somehow feels comforting and I welcome the sensation.

I raise my arm and wave, signaling a need for help with the retrieval of one of our fallen brethren. “Maile,” I yell.

A soldier nearby drops his weapons, another already stepping over the body at his feet as he moves toward me. I look back down at the Maile soldier and practically stop breathing altogether. His eyes are open, glossy as they stare up at me.

Alive.

He’s alive.

I drop to my knees. “Raina!” Gently holding the face of the soldier, I inspect his pupils, then the slow rise of his chest—the very shallow breath that takes entirely too long to draw in. “Raina!” I yell. “Someone get Raina!”

I hear footsteps pounding closer. “She’s coming,” someone informs me.

It feels like an eternity before the healer is sinking to her knees on the other side of the soldier. “I’m here,” she says, eyes already roving over the body, inspecting. “Remove his armor.”

My fingers fumble for the buckles at the side of his breastplate and Raina helps me remove the metal, heaving it aside. Any breath left in my lungs evaporates at the sight of the blade sticking out from his abdomen. The dark, oblong blade of an ax. Black. Hearthstone.

Raina’s eyes meet mine and the dim resignation in her gaze is more fuel for the steady flame of anger that refuses to expire inside me.

“Try,” I order her. “Roll him over.”

I don’t wait for her to help, gripping the soldier by his leathers and heaving him onto his side. A low groan escapes him but Raina and I share a look in stony silence when we see his back. The ax is cleaved straight through his spine.

Raina’s voice is placating. “Jo—”

I ignore her as I wrench the blade out. The lack of blood that follows makes my heart sink again, and by the time I’m able to roll the soldier onto his back once again so I can see his face, his eyes have already glazed over—lifeless. The hand I place over his chest doesn’t move.

Dead.

In the span of mere seconds, he’s dead.

Sitting back on my haunches, I take in the soldier. No longer sleeping peacefully, his eyes are open and scared.

I wasted his last moments trying to save him, when I should have tried to offer him comfort instead.

Who am I kidding? He’s probably cursing my name all the way to the afterlife at this very moment.

I blink as I look up and realize we’re surrounded by fellow soldiers. Their faces are a barrage of pity and anger like mine, but some are indifferent, having seen enough death to be numb to the experience.

There’s a flash of golden hair as Sam shoulders through them, motioning for them to disperse with a flick of his wrist.

I force my legs underneath me. “Come on,” I tell him, standing by the dead soldier’s feet. “Let’s get him to the wagon.”

Sam doesn’t speak as he helps me lift the body. We carry him to the enclosed cart, laying him next to the other fallen. Sam removes the emblem from the soldier’s shoulder and I take it from him, tacking it to the side of the wagon and smoothing it down with a closed fist. It’ll inform the families of the soldiers’ identities when they’re transported into the city for claim and burial.

Today’s count currently stands at seventeen. Not a bad number in comparison to others.

Sam stops me from returning to the battlefield with a hand banded around my upper arm. “You’re done for tonight.”

I move to shrug off his grasp, but he doesn’t budge.

“Jovinnia,” he says, using my full name. “You’ve done enough.”

My hard stare meets his eyes, the color of wheat, and I consider putting him in his place, that ever-present anger in my chest eager for a fight.

As if sensing the fire ready to spew from my mouth, he lets me go. “The field is nearly cleared.”

I look toward the clearing and, sure enough, the flickers of growing flames begin to envelope the dead of the Strou, a plume of gray smoke reaching into the sky. My gaze shifts to the dots of smoke in the distance. Up in the hills, our enemy settles in for the night. They can undoubtedly see the evidence of their comrades’ cremation.

Relenting, I nod, and Sam tries and fails to hide his relief.

The exhaustion in the camp is palpable when I reach its boundary. I can feel the eyes of my men on me as I trudge through. The same men I fight alongside, eat with, mourn with. It was important to prove my worth to each of them, those men sent to fight a war I initiated. I just didn’t realize the scale of the guilt that would come in the wake of my choices, or how heavy it would make their regard. They bow their heads in a show of respect as I pass by, and I deny myself the reprieve of looking away.

The hours immediately after battle are always quiet, but there’s something especially burdensome about the silence around the campfires tonight. Like the shortness of the skirmish makes the death of our men feel all the more senseless. The camp feels barren in contrast to the bustling tents from when we first set it up. When there was only just enough space to walk due to the overcrowding.

At least everyone has a bed now.


Chapter 4

Jo

Inside my billet, I unbuckle the armor from my torso, shoulders sagging with relief. I drop it by the door for the stewards to pick up for cleaning in the morning, then I strip off the mud-and-blood-soaked leathers, throwing them on top of the metal. Goosebumps immediately erupt across my naked flesh.

A long string of mangi stones wraps my body, a single chain connected to the loop about my neck, hanging between my breasts before it splits into two strings again under my sternum. It sits right over the scar I have from being shot with an arrow, over the place my magic resides, before meeting at my spine. The gyve took some trial and error to perfect, but it has enough give that I can fight in it, while still buffering my magic and the tether connected to it.

Usually hidden beneath my clothes, the complex swirl of stones weighs little more than an apple would in my palm but is somehow heavier than the iron plate I strap to my chest every day. The shame over wearing it never abates, knowing my people view such collars as a symbol of repression. But how am I supposed to lead with strength and dignity when the Bond hangs over my head? I need the stones to prevent the Bond from forcing me into Acker’s presence, or he into mine. To protect my mind. And my heart.

I’m grateful for the small amount of clean water in my wash basin and I do my best to clean up before getting re-dressed in fatigues. The cot in the corner calls to me like the fabled sirens of the gulf. I want sleep desperately, but I know the horrors that await if I give in.

I’ve been running from my nightmares for a long time. Since Kenta. Dreams where Kai slits Acker’s throat and I have to watch the life drain from his dark and loathing eyes. Dreams where Acker’s trying to kill me, and I wake gasping for breath, clawing at the imaginary hands around my throat.

The worst, however, are the good dreams.

Like the unearthed memories of my stolen childhood, or of my time in Alaha with Kai and Messer. When I’m forced to relive the time I spent with Acker. In the boat, on land … in a soft bed and clean sheets.

Good or bad—I don’t want any of them.

A chill seems to seep into my bones and I wrap myself in a coat before sinking into my desk chair. I finger a match free from the box lying on top of the table, strike it on the wooden surface and use it to light the oil lamp, bathing the war map spread out before me in an orange glow.

I switch my attention to the stack of parchment and the letter I’ve left half-written, but the thought of formulating whole sentences feels too daunting at the moment. Instead, I slide the book from the top of the pile of texts I have stacked, and flip to the page I left off on—Queen Asa.

The last known light wielder is not a subject I was to delve into tonight. I thought if I learned as much as I could from the previous queen of Maile that I might, I don’t know, learn from her mistakes, but every time I delve into tales of her impetuous reign, I only find parts of myself in bits and pieces of her story. As much as I tell myself I’m not vindictive or cruel, I’m not so sure that’s how my actions will be perceived in history.

Given the chance, I’d go back and make different choices.

After leaving Alaha with Acker, I should have said fuck Kai and the rebellion when we arrived on land. Instead of going to the palace in Kenta, I should have begged Acker to come to Maile with me. Then he could have seen how different things can be without hindering magic under his father’s tyrannical rule. Maybe things would be different.

I try to give myself grace, remind myself that I was young and naive and distrustful of … nearly everyone, Acker included. And it’s not as if he’s ever came for me, or sent a single message with a bird. I vacillate between being angry at him as much as myself. If he truly loved me the way I thought he did, then he would never have married Irina.

I slam the book shut, leaning forward onto the table and propping my chin on my fist in sheer determination to keep my head up. The map stares back at me—taunting almost. I run my eyes along the marked embankments tucked between the hillsides. The Strou warriors have crammed themselves onto many of the rocky ledges, square pegs marking their known locations. I’ve been told in some areas those spaces are no more than a foot or two wide. They’re cocky to hide in plain sight. Always having a view of us while knowing we can’t meet them on their ground.

Too high. Too exposed.

Sam told me stories of year-long battles, wars that went on for decades, and I pray to the gods I’ll never have to see the like in my lifetime. I’m desperate for this war to end, and it’s yet to get started. Not really, anyway. Frustration has me swiping my arm out, knocking the pieces down and scattering them across the ground.

Steps sound outside my billet. Soldiers filing in from the battlefield. I expected war to be loud, and it is in the heat of battle, but after? The hushed quiet is painful.

My head feels so heavy.

I lay it down on the crook of my arm and close my eyes, listening to the steady march of the dogwatch as they come in for the night. It’s comforting, somehow. Like the waves of the ocean. And after a while, I can almost smell the salt water. Taste it in the air.

It’s one of the worst dreams of all. The kind that brings to surface the emotions I work to shove deep inside of me every waking moment. Where my unconscious refuses to let me escape the true desires of my heart.

One of the best ones.

You’re going to miss this, Acker says.

It takes all of my effort to look up at him. Like hell.

He smiles up at the sky, eyes still closed, and I watch a droplet of water make its way down the column of his throat. We’ve just taken an afternoon swim and he somehow convinced me to lie down on the deck with him. He’s obsessed with my sleeping habits for some reason. With my cheek pressed to the inside of his bicep, I close my eyes and accept my fate.

You will, he insists. His thumb runs lazy circles on the back of my upper arm.

It feels so good.

A day will come when you won’t kill a man at all.

Confusion penetrates my drowsiness. What did you just say?

All of a sudden the gentle rocking of the boat comes to a stop. You’ll wonder what’s wrong with you, he continues, voice a balm to my soul. Because how could you miss the feeling of sliding your blade into another man’s flesh?

Something’s not right.

I open my eyes and find him staring at me. Dark eyes, soft and sleepy in the daylight. We’re both terrible people, Jovie, he says, fingers dancing in my hair. It’s okay to admit it.

After a moment of confused consideration, I think … maybe he’s right. As I relax further into his side, I allow myself to succumb to the warmth of his body and the sleep pulling at my eyelids.

Then something snaps me awake.

“The fuck, B!”

I blink up at Messer as I regain a sense of my surroundings. I’m in my billet, sitting at my desk, dagger in hand stabbed just a hair width from Messer’s fingers that are flat on the table.

Not on a boat in the middle of the ocean.

Removing the dagger from the desk’s surface, I set it aside as I sit up, wiping the drool from my cheek. “Why are you sneaking up on me?”

“You nearly took my finger off,” he says, inspecting his hand with an offended expression.

I wave away his worry. “I’m sure it would have grown back the next time you shifted or something.”

He looks at me in abject horror. “That’s not how it works.”

How would I know? I don’t transform into a winged creature in my downtime.

I inspect his half-dressed state. “I’m glad you found pants this time.”

“Swiped them from a poor fellow a couple of spots over. He’ll be a sad chap once he wakes up though.”

I definitely don’t want to know if the chap was wearing them at the time Messer stole them or not. “Why are you here? You’re not due to report in for another week.” His expression turns more serious, causing the hair on the back of my neck to stand on end. “What is it?”

It takes him a moment to speak, but the beat is just long enough for me to already know what he’s going to say. “Kai sent word this morning. I flew straight here.”

My stomach flips and I swallow around the nausea. “Roison is ready to invade Kenta?”

He nods, solemn. “Yes.”

It was only a matter of time, but it doesn’t make the news any easier to digest.

Messer senses my dismay, moving closer. “B—”

I stand to evade his grasp, bending down to pick up the wooden pieces I knocked off the desk earlier. “Need a place to crash?” I ask him as I try to gather them all up in one swipe and fail.

He sighs before kneeling down to help. “I could use a night to rest before flying back.”

After all the markers are collected, I scatter them across the map and slip back into my chair. “Take the bed. I have some letters to respond to.”

He leans against the table. “You need to sleep, too. You look like shit.”

I glare at him. “You look like shit.”

He looks down at his bare torso, which—objectively—is nice, before narrowing his gaze at me. “We’re friends, B. We don’t lie to each other.”

My eyes snag on the V carved below his collarbone, the scar stark against the rest of his unblemished skin, before I slap him in the stomach to get him to move. “If I don’t write to my mother at least once a day, she will send the cavalry to find me.”

It works to loosen the tension around his mouth. “I don’t doubt it.”

“Stay for the night,” I urge him. “Rest.”

He takes a breath, inspecting my billet. “Sure you couldn’t find better use for me here?”

Messer hates being landlocked, but his guilt over not following me into battle bothers him more. Despite my continual insistence that I’m fine without him, he mentions it every time he reports back to me.

“Drake would give me hell if I took you from his crew.”

“He always puts me on head duty.”

“For good reason, I’m sure,” I say with a genuine smile. “Please return the pants before you leave in the morning.”

He rolls his eyes, grinning. “As you wish, your—”

I throw one of the wooden pegs at his face. “Don’t you dare.”

His laughter fills the billet and he flops belly first onto my cot, burying his face in my bedding with a groan of satisfaction.


Chapter 5

Acker

The messenger slips the curled parchment paper into my hand and I nod, dismissing him as quickly as he appeared. I chance a look across the dining hall in my father’s direction. He’s deep in discussion with Paul in the crowded room. It seems the noble-born lord has somehow swindled my father into having a drink tonight despite his paranoia of possibly being poisoned once again. By the ruddy hue of their cheeks, it’s safe to assume they’re both feeling the effects of the wine.

“Poor bastard,” Hallis comments behind his own goblet before taking a sip.

I follow his gaze, landing on my father’s royal taster swaying in the corner. The lowly boy is no match for the potency of the palace wine. At least, not the amount Paul likes to consume.

I turn my back to the room, bracing a hand against the mantel above the hearth so no one can spot the disgust I’m struggling to mask. Less than an hour ago we walked out of the war room after hearing a staggering report of casualties at the border. Another ten thousand men are gone, and a key mining town is being occupied by enemy forces. We’re running low on coal and a third of our grain reserves are spoiled from not being stored properly in the cellar.

Yet here the council is, eating and drinking their fill, unconcerned with the day’s news. They were oddly chill in the meeting as well. As if merely being in my father’s presence eases their coddled minds. He’s been uncharacteristically available the last few weeks and it’s worked to mull the tempers of the council.

Well, all but Tyreek, Johannes, and Daz. They sit by themselves at the far end of a table, not a crumb of food or drop of drink in front of them. By the looks on their faces, they’re as put off by the cheerful atmosphere and drunkenness of their fellow council members as I am. They aren’t noble-born. One could live inside these walls and remain entirely ignorant of the tragedies happening to our own people. But those three? They know the price.

Hallis angles his body closer, creating a barrier from prying eyes as I straighten from the mantel and peel the red wax seal from the scroll. My eyes shift over the words before I crumble the parchment in my fist.

“What is it?”

It takes me a moment to gather myself. “The Maile have sunk a third of Strou’s fleet in the gulf in an ambush.”

Shifting in place, Hallis checks our nearby surroundings for potential eavesdroppers before asking, “How?”

I fight to not look away from his gaze as I recite the message word for word, the last spat out like a curse. “Eyun.”

The mystical creature has been extinct for millennia, but there’s one shifter who I know is capable of transforming into the deadly, man-eating bird. Jovie’s pet—Messer.

Slowly, understanding settles into Hallis’s features and I nod, my blood running cold despite the roaring fire feet away.

“Fuck,” he spits, hands braced on his hips. “Your father is going to be insufferable when he finds out.”

While my father’s initial ire following Jovie’s betrayal has abated, the insults he threw at me still burn. Love-sick idiot. Dimwitted boy. Foolish. Over time, he’s given his apologies for being so harsh in the weeks following that day. Even going so far as to express his understanding.

He clasped me on the shoulder one night after having a nightcap in his sitting room and said, Why do you think I keep Greta in the library? My Match has tried me a time or two as well.

But with his current state of inebriation, the last thing I want to experience tonight is testing my father’s patience.

I toss the parchment into the fireplace.

Hallis and I exchange glances before departing in separate directions. I move past the helmeted guards, keeping to the wall of stained-glass windows to avoid unwanted attention. I’m within steps of the hall’s exit when I hear the disapproving timbre of my father’s voice behind me.

“Son.” The single word is spoken like a term of endearment, but there’s no denying the underlying authority.

I stop, pivoting in place to face him. “Father.”

“Where are you hurrying off to?” He steps away from his company, eyes suddenly astute in his buzzed state.

“I’m feeling a little unsettled.” I place a hand against my abdomen. “Going to turn in early tonight.”

His jaw works as he considers my words. He orchestrates these dinners as a show of confidence for the wider noble court as well as the council. Nothing is more important than maintaining the appearance of control in front of our people.

The people look to us to gauge the state of our territory. Never let on to the truth of your concerns.

He places his hand on my shoulder. “A prince should never leave his wife unattended with dignitaries at court.”

The crack of my teeth echoes in my ears. “Of course.”

Turning toward the dais, my eyes lock on Irina. She hasn’t left her place since I pulled her seat out for her at the start of dinner hours ago. Poised and polished to perfection, I’ve often wondered if her appearance is due to dedicated time and consideration, or whether it is an illusion. Without her collar, either is possible.

Resentment makes the collar around my own throat feel all the more suffocating.

I make my way toward her. She fiddles with a square of cheese between her fingers before popping it in her mouth. Her eyes land on mine as I ascend the dais, and as she realizes I’m here for her, she straightens in her seat, ever the vision of attentive subservience.

We both know better.

“Husband,” she greets me.

I take note of the dignitaries lingering nearby. Gossipers eager for a morsel to spread to the hungry masses. They’ve never fully taken to her and I’m partially to blame for her isolation.

“Wife,” I drawl, pasting on a partial smile for their viewing pleasure. “I hope you don’t mind if we turn in early for the night.”

“Oh?”

“Yes,” I say, imploring her not to be difficult. I place a hand on the back of her chair, leaning over her shoulder when I speak, my other hand upturned in front of her. “Right now.”

It takes a beat too long for her yield, but then she finally slides her hand into my awaiting palm. “As you wish, Your Highness.”

I know my father wants me to parade my wife out the hall’s grand entrance in order to maintain the illusion of a strong alliance with the Strou, but I lead Irina toward the back stairwell instead. She doesn’t protest as we descend the narrow stairs that lead to the kitchen. The sound of pots clanging and chatter comes to a stop as we emerge from the darkened recess. I nod my apologies and urge Irina forward with a hand on her back.

She jerks from my touch as soon as we’re alone. “You don’t have to push me.”

I’m glad her mask didn’t slip in front of witnesses, but she knows as well as I
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