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A Broken Promise

 

By AR Bryant

 

Yolotzin and Kajaan pledged themselves to each other as boys, but their childhood fantasy fell apart. Kajaan plans to continue serving his prince despite it, but the king has other plans and sends Kajaan on a suicide mission. After barely escaping with his life, Kajaan has no one to turn to except the intimidating King Cadeyrn.

Cadeyrn never expected to find love again after the death of his wife, but finding his Fated on the run from assassins changes his plans. Can Kajaan and Caderyn rally new and old allies to face what’s coming to save both their new family and Kajaan’s oldest friend?


 

 

 

Prologue

 

 

“WHERE ARE we going?” Kajaan asked plaintively.

His best friend, Yolotzin, the Prince of Averia, was currently dragging him between the tables and revelers attending the wedding reception. His shaggy red hair kept falling in front of his eyes, and Kajaan impatiently pushed the coarse locks from his face. He felt woefully underdressed in the presence of so much royalty and gentry, his cheeks burning with the knowledge he was wearing a sweat-stained tunic over ratty breeches. He’d been helping the cook in the kitchen, washing dishes and hauling whatever she needed from the larder for the feast.

He didn’t belong in this world. The world of gold, jewels, and glamor. Some Illusionist had altered the ceiling for it to appear as if they were outside with the addition of the shimmering green streak of northern lights that were mostly seen in Valvinte. Ignians and Gales had worked together to create floating paper lanterns for light as the evening grew later and darker.

All around them, sharply dressed waiters navigated through the colorful frocks and fine suits with ease. A few hissed at their young prince as Yolotzin pulled Kajaan behind him without a care in the world. Kajaan reached out, desperately trying to undo his best friend’s fingers so he could run and hide. Preferably deep in the dungeons after he’d been dragged in front of so many people.

Maybe it wouldn’t have been so bad if it was just Averians in attendance. That wouldn’t do for King Tonalli’s eldest child, though. Princess Saian getting married was apparently a huge deal, and dignitaries from all over the continent had come to celebrate her union to her Fated.

Kajaan could pick out the furs and leathers of those from Pemalia, and the slightly thicker furs and wool from Valvinte. The silks and lightweight cotton from Zothua and Bhyvine. The carefully muted and reserved linens of Nabene.

Kajaan’s eyes flitted to the Zothuan prince. He was tall, even at fifteen, dressed in beautiful gold silks that complimented both his blue eyes and brown hair. The teenager caught his eye and impossibly, the man smiled at the sight of a servant’s child being pulled around by a child prince. Kajaan stumbled over his feet, and Yolotzin quickly caught him, hauled him back up, and grinned at him.

“C’mon,” the prince laughed. “The gardens should be empty.”

But why would they go to the gardens?

“I have to work,” Kajaan protested, even as Yolotzin dragged him toward the doors. “Tzinny, please, the cook—”

“Won’t notice you gone!” Yolotzin interrupted with a giggle. “This is important!”

“What’s important?” Kajaan protested. “The wedding already happened!”

Kajaan crashed into Yolotzin’s back when the other boy stopped dead in his tracks. He peered up past Yolotzin’s shoulder, considering his best friend was already several inches taller than himself, and blanched. King Tonalli stood with his arms crossed over his chest, a severe look on his face. Behind him, as always, stood Kajaan’s father. The king’s personal guard frowned down at his son, his cheeks slowly pinking, probably from embarrassment. Kajaan immediately dropped his gaze.

“Where are you two going?” King Tonalli asked.

“Outside!” Yolotzin proclaimed with a grin.

“Your friend is not dressed for polite company,” the king admonished gently.

“That’s not his fault,” Yolotzin said, huffing as if it was obvious. “Besides, there’s no polite company outside.”

“It’s too cold to stay outside,” Kajaan’s father said in a gruff voice.

“It’ll be fine for a little bit,” Yolotzin argued, stamping one foot. “It’s important!”

His voice had risen enough that a few curious lords and ladies were starting to look over. One of them was Duke Ruvyn, and standing beside him was Lord Kende. The lordling regarded them carefully. He was only a couple years older than Kajaan, but he was a smart kid. Kajaan flushed, feeling his ears grow hot. He shook his arm a little, trying to get Yolotzin to release him.

If Yolotzin would let go, he could slip through the crowds and run back to the servants’ quarters. His best friend didn’t know all of Kajaan’s bolt holes and would be unable to follow him if he managed to get out of Yolotzin’s sight. Besides, as the crown prince, Yolotzin needed to be seen at the wedding and reception. The moment Kajaan made his escape, his best friend wouldn’t be allowed to follow.

“Oh, let them go,” the queen’s voice came.

She sounded amused as she walked up to her Fated and placed an ever-so-gentle kiss on King Tonalli’s cheek. The man melted slightly, slipping one arm around her waist and holding her as close as her poofy skirts would allow.

“Your boy is keeping unfit company again,” King Tonalli observed.

“Perhaps if you’d allowed Jeryit time off to get his son fitted with the proper attire, the two would have been able to openly play together,” Queen Brekka scolded him gently. “But now you must lie in the bed you made.”

King Tonalli just sighed and rested his forehead against her temple. His other hand dropped to her rounding stomach that was just barely concealed by her dress. Kajaan hoped that Yolotzin would be getting a baby brother or sister soon. He knew that his best friend had been praying for it almost every night before bed.

“Yolotzin was very good during the ceremony,” Queen Brekka cooed with a smile. “He played his part perfectly. Let him go be a kid.”

The king gave a put-upon sigh, then grinned. He nodded to the two boys standing awkwardly in front of him, a glint of amusement sparkling in his eye.

“Off you run,” he said. “Don’t destroy your suit, young man.”

“My liege,” Kajaan’s father protested weakly.

“Your boy deserves to have fun too. I’m sure he worked hard,” King Tonalli said, glancing over his shoulder. “Let’s go talk with the Greatblazes. We haven’t seen them since young Cadeyrn’s Awakening two years ago. I’m told the Senis brought their toddler with them as well….”

The couple walked by, and Yolotzin didn’t hesitate. He broke into a run, pulling Kajaan along without listening to his protests that he really should return to the kitchens and help the cook. Instead, Kajaan found himself in the spring twilight. The garden’s perfumed air was almost sickly sweet compared to the ballroom’s musky odor of far too many people dancing.

Once they were outside the ballroom’s bright light, the two slowed to let their eyes adjust to the soft lanterns of the garden. Yolotzin led Kajaan past row upon row of roses and rhododendrons. Past the perfumed lewisias and lilies. They went deep into the gardens that Queen Brekka loved so much, almost to the pavilion in the center.

Finally, Yolotzin released Kajaan’s wrist, and Kajaan pulled it back to his chest, rubbing the slightly bruised skin with a frown.

“What’s this all about? It’s too dark out here to play,” Kajaan protested.

“You’re such a fuddy-duddy,” Yolotzin huffed, digging his hand into his pocket, sticking his tongue out between his teeth in concentration.

“No I’m not!” Kajaan protested.

He crossed his arms over his chest, scowling at his best friend, well aware that yes, he was being a bit too prim and proper. Kajaan watched as Yolotzin apparently found what he was looking for. The boy produced a pair of large napkin rings along with a wide grin. Kajaan blinked once at his friend and tilted his head.

“Why did you steal those?” Kajaan asked, blinking a few times.

Yolotzin shuffled closer and smiled happily, grabbed Kajaan’s wrist again and held it gently in his hand.

“We’ll always be together, right?” Yolotzin asked, a sudden vulnerability in his eyes.

“Well yeah,” Kajaan said and shrugged. “You’re my best friend.”

“Good!” Yolotzin proclaimed. He gathered himself to his full height of four feet and shot Kajaan a charming smile. “Marry me. We’ll have to make it proper when we get older, but we can make our promises now.”

Kajaan flushed, his ears burning as he scuffed his worn boots against the dusty stone beneath his feet. He bit his lower lip and looked shyly up at the prince. They’d been together for their whole lives. One of Kajaan’s earliest memories was being held in the queen’s arms with her singing down at him while Yolotzin was rocked to sleep in a cradle next to her. He’d never deserved her care and love, only being a servant’s son, but Queen Brekka hadn’t ever treated him differently.

Instead, she’d encouraged the relationship between the two boys. Kajaan had to wonder if she’d approve of this as well. He stared at his best friend for a long moment while his heart fluttered in his chest. Forever. What if he did something that made Yolotzin hate him? Would their fathers even allow them to make good on that promise?

“Tzin,” Kajaan cooed gently.

He was blinded by the brilliant smile Yolotzin gave him. The boy swung their arms slightly and stepped in a bit closer. Their foreheads pressed together, and for a long minute, they just stood together, sharing their breath. He could have this for the rest of his life. Revel in the open love that Yolotzin offered him.

Finally, Kajaan bit his lip and nodded. “Okay,” he whispered.

Yolotzin pulled back and bounced on the balls of his feet, grinning madly. He held up one of the napkin rings and started to slide it over Kajaan’s hand. It was a bit of a tight fit, and they had to wiggle it quite a lot before it popped over his thumb and hung from his wrist. Then they repeated the process for Yolotzin’s matching ring. Kajaan couldn’t help but giggle. They did have rings. They just weren’t traditional ones.

He still felt a bit shy when he tilted his head up to look his best friend in the eye.

“We’re doing this a little backward,” Yolotzin finally admitted, admiring their matching rings resting on their left wrists. “But that’s okay. It’s not the real ceremony we’ll have when we’re older.”

“You mean it?” Kajaan whispered.

“Yeah, Kajie. I mean it,” Yolotzin replied just as softly. “You and me forever.”

With that, Yolotzin held his hands tight and leaned in to press their lips together. Kajaan couldn’t help his squeak, nor could he help immediately melting into his best friend. He wasn’t quite sure what was happening, but Yolotzin’s lips were so soft and warm. His body tingled and he flushed, staring up at the prince when he retreated ever so slightly.

“I, Prince Yolotzin Navarre-Hamonn, take thee, Kajaan Pernoac, to have and to hold for the entirety of my natural life. In sickness and in health. For richer or poorer. For better or worse. Till death do us part,” Yolotzin said quietly, happiness shining clearly in his eyes and in his smile.

“For better or for worse,” Kajaan repeated quietly. “Till death do us part.”


 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

 

KAJAAN WAS losing his best friend.

Maybe losing wasn’t exactly the right word, but Kajaan was being pushed aside all the same. Prince Yolotzin Navarre-Hamonn had found his Fated in the form of Lady Naias Elrel, and they were currently preparing for their wedding. Five moonturns had passed since they’d met, and neither of them could be happier. Lord Kende had already thrown her Introduction Gala and their Engagement Party. In another handful of moonturns, the wedding would be held, and Kajaan would be serving Lady Naias alongside Yolotzin.

He really shouldn’t be as bitter as he was. He should be thrilled for his best friend finding his Fated and completing one of his life’s goals. Except all Kajaan felt was crushing disappointment and fear of being left behind. Which was silly, he knew that. He was Yolotzin’s secretary, his best friend and frequent lover. There was no real way for him to truly be left behind or forgotten. He’d serve Yolotzin and Lady Naias for the rest of his life, but their relationship was forever changed.

That was how he found himself adrift at the wedding for the youngest son of Duke Ruvyn. Yolotzin had wanted to come, especially after he learned that Lady Naias would be standing for Asyl during the ceremony. She wasn’t going to abandon her best friend on his happiest day just to be with her Fated, and Yolotzin wanted to be by her side every second of every day. Supporting Lord Kende was just a pleasant happenstance.

Kajaan could barely recognize his boyhood best friend. Maybe once Lady Naias was able to officially move in with him, he would calm down. Kajaan couldn’t understand the near single-minded obsession. He hadn’t found his own Fated, and quite honestly, he wasn’t sure he was interested. Hadn’t been, at least. Not while he’d had Yolotzin with him. They’d slept together countless times over the years, both knowing it was temporary yet both deluding each other it wasn’t. Sooner or later, Yolotzin would find his Fated or be matched up with a bride.

Kajaan had still hoped he’d be in the picture once that happened.

Now he knew he wasn’t going to be.

The realization hurt. The pain reached deep into his soul and twisted any joy he could muster for his oldest friend. He barely remembered to clap when Lord Kende and Asyl leaned in and exchanged a chaste kiss, sealing their wedding vows.

For better or for worse.

Forever.

Kajaan glanced at his best friend. They’d exchanged similar words to each other once, when they were boys. Maybe he shouldn’t have believed their faux vows so much, but the way Yolotzin had repeated them to him as they played husband and husband had delighted Kajaan to no end. The reverence in his voice, the soft look in his eyes… the gentle smile gracing his lips. Kajaan would never have those turned toward him again.

Maybe one day he’d find his own Fated… if he cared to look. Lord Kende just found his own heart’s twin only half a year ago, and he was older than him. Not by much, but he was. If Kajaan could believe that he’d be so lucky to find the perfect man that the goddess had made for him, he wouldn’t be so bitter. Except that he and Yolotzin had traveled across the continent so many times, and he’d never once felt that tug.

With a sinking heart, Kajaan watched as Lord Kende tucked Asyl’s hand into his elbow and escorted him off the dais and away from the priest. Gone was the scared and abused street urchin Kajaan had saved so many years ago. If anyone deserved a happy ending, it was Asyl. The thought didn’t help Kajaan’s growing loneliness.

With the ceremony completed, the assembled revelers stood and followed the newlyweds out to the reception hall. Asyl disappeared for a few minutes with Lady Naias, likely to decompress from the pressure of being around so many people. He was still incredibly nervous around gentry and royalty. Kajaan couldn’t blame him. Not after the treatment he’d received from them for being a Void. Asyl had finally warmed up to him about a moonturn ago, though that was more due to the fact that Kajaan visited Enchanted Waters quite often.

Kajaan carried around a flute of champagne, always watching Yolotzin and the crowd. Sure, he was just a secretary, but he took his prince’s safety very seriously. After the attack at Asyl’s Introduction Gala that had very nearly killed Lord Kende and permanently injured Asyl, the man had tightened his security tenfold. The only good that came out of the night was the understanding of how Voids could absorb Craft and redirect that energy however they wanted.

Asyl finally returned to the reception, wearing a blue silk blouse and tight black slacks. He’d put his knee brace on as well, and there was some tightness to his jaw. Lady Naias ambushed him and linked their arms together, marching him over to his new husband, almost completely disguising Asyl’s limp. Yolotzin was standing next to Lord Kende, and his face lit up when he saw Lady Naias heading toward him.

Another ache clenched Kajaan’s stomach, and he sipped his champagne, turning away from the two couples. He caught sight of Siora canvasing the perimeter of the room, looking grim. Kajaan caught up with the Seer. She flashed him a brief smile before returning her attention to her duties. Kajaan walked quietly next to her for a while, sipping the champagne and glancing over at Yolotzin from time to time.

The prince danced with Lady Naias quite a lot, and when he wasn’t, he was doting on her for whatever she needed. Kajaan was usually the one to fetch Yolotzin his drinks, often before his lover knew he needed them. Seeing the pure devotion on Yolotzin’s face whenever he looked at Naias hurt. It hadn’t been that long ago when Yolotzin had looked at him like that.

“All right?” Siora asked softly.

“Nothing will be the same,” Kajaan said quietly.

“No,” she replied, “it won’t. But you’ll survive. Lady Naias is wonderful. You’ll love her.”

Kajaan wasn’t sure about that. Maybe one day he wouldn’t begrudge her for being Yolotzin’s Fated, but right now he knew he was jealous. Jealous that she got to be with him. That she was chosen by the goddess as Yolotzin’s perfect match.

For better or for worse.

Kajaan nibbled on the provided finger foods that he wouldn’t remember and didn’t pay much attention to anything outside of his duties to his prince. If Yolotzin started looking around for him, he went to his side immediately. It was nearly midnight when Lord Kende thanked everyone for their attendance and announced he and his husband were retiring for the night. Lady Naias was going to be staying with them, so she said farewell to Yolotzin. It fell to Kajaan to get his best friend home safely.

At some point Yolotzin must have consumed a fair amount of alcohol. He wasn’t sloppy drunk but had definitely hit the maudlin and unbalanced phase. Kajaan ignored all of his sad comments about missing Naias already and the expectations that had been placed on him since birth. The knowledge that he’d be taking over the kingdom ever since he’d been able to understand what that meant, and that he’d have to have heirs. That the moment he married he could no longer indulge his wanderlust. He’d be stuck in the castle, with the exception to royal events he’d attend, dealing with politics day in and day out.

At least Kajaan had been able to change his occupation. He wasn’t a guard like his father, despite his best efforts at forcing him to wield a sword. Though he owed that bit of fortune to his morose best friend arguing for him when it would have been easier to ignore Kajaan’s distress.

Kajaan got Yolotzin securely inside the Craft carriage and wrapped his hands around the steering wheel. He focused on his Craft, locating the shallow energy inside him, and tapped it. His fingers tingled as his meager power leapt to his command, filling the Craft carriage’s engine.

It rumbled to life, and Kajaan steered it toward Alenzon Castle, leaving Ruvyn manor and Lady Naias behind. The rocking of the carriage must have lulled Yolotzin to sleep, as he heard his friend’s slight snores behind him. The silence of the carriage didn’t improve Kajaan’s mood. It just helped him dwell on his future position within the castle.

The trip back to the castle took a good half hour, and Kajaan was starting to fade by the time the carriage trundled up the driveway. Powering a Craft vehicle not once but twice for an extended period of time was a massive drain. He would be sleeping really well tonight. Kajaan drove the vehicle around back, where the other carriages were stored near the stables. He removed his grip with a heavy sigh and stretched his arms above his head, arching his back, groaning when he felt the popping resonate from his spine.

“Wake up, Tzinny. You gotta sleep in your own bed,” Kajaan said.

He turned and shook Yolotzin’s shoulder. His friend groaned and his eyes opened, unfocused and blinking blearily up at him. Kajaan made a mental note to get Yolotzin to drink some water before he truly succumbed to sleep.

“Sleep with me tonight,” Yolotzin said, yawning.

“You’re engaged. I’m not sharing your bed,” Kajaan scolded him.

“Nah, just sleep,” Yolotzin said. “Please, Kaj?”

“Walk to your bedroom under your own power and I’ll consider it,” Kajaan said.

Yolotzin nodded and smiled. He playfully bumped into Kajaan as they walked into the castle and made their way through the corridors to the royal wing. There they climbed the stairs to the third level, where the royal family’s bedchambers were located. Luckily, Yolotzin had one of the first rooms, with his sisters across the hall from him in their suites with their families.

Queen Brekka hadn’t produced another son, and after several failed pregnancies, she and the king had stopped trying. In the end, it resulted in the queen absolutely doting on her youngest child and only son. The prince’s bedchambers were decked out in lavish silks and the furniture hewn from beautiful purple heartwood. The chaise lounge and armchairs in his parlor and study were upholstered with a delicate-looking velvet, though it was a bit sturdier than it appeared.

Then, of course, there were the prince’s books. He had turned into a bibliophile like his mother, and he’d spent many an evening curled up on his lounger with a book cracked open across his knees. Kajaan always joined him when he could, enjoying the quiet hours slipping by with the crackling fire to keep them company. There was no fire burning in the parlor tonight.

Kajaan pulled down the blankets, grateful it was getting warmer. They were entering spring, and she was coming with a vengeance. No more heavy comforters or bed warmers to have to worry about removing. At least the Ignian inventors were working on something they called central heating. They promised some sort of contraption that could be turned on to emit hot air. It didn’t make any sense to Kajaan, but he’d be glad to use it all the same.

Kajaan fetched a glass of water while Yolotzin undressed, albeit a little unsteadily. He stared at his best friend until the entire glass was drained. After taking the glass back, Kajaan retreated to the en-suite bathroom to refill it from the waiting ewer and set it on the nightstand.

As soon as Yolotzin got into his bed, his eyes drifted closed and he burrowed into the covers. Smiling fondly at his best friend, Kajaan tucked him in and, even though he shouldn’t, he pressed a kiss to his temple. He knew he was making his separation harder on himself, but Kajaan couldn’t seem to help himself.

“Love you,” he whispered as he stood.

The only response he got was a small snuffle, and Kajaan figured he was all right with that. He turned and left the prince’s room for the last time. Even though he and Yolotzin had grown up together and were unofficial lovers, Kajaan was still expected to sleep in the servant’s quarters, which were located on the first floor in the opposite wing to the royal family’s.

Granted, his room was nicer than almost all the others and private, unlike the maids, cooks, and general groundskeepers’ were. That was most definitely a perk that Kajaan did his best to not grumble about despite the distance from his lover. Even when he had to trudge to his own rooms in the middle of winter, shivering and hating that one of his responsibilities was to make sure that Yolotzin got safely to bed.

What he hadn’t expected this late was to see three people heading toward the main hall of the castle from the direction of his room. Kajaan paused, blinked once. Blinked again. Then he bowed properly, showing deference to the three men. King Tonalli stood before him, austere and slightly detached as always. He shared Yolotzin’s brown hair but had blue eyes instead. Ignians always made Kajaan slightly nervous, and the king always seemed taller than his already imposing six foot five.

In short, the king scared him.

To the king’s right was his secretary, Yannat. He was just as haughty as the king, though at one point he hadn’t been quite so stuck-up. The man was a full foot shorter than Kajaan with intense green eyes that didn’t miss much of anything. It looked like he needed to shave his head soon. The usual shining dome was starting to look scruffy.

Then to the king’s left was the Captain of the Guard. Also known as Kajaan’s father. If King Tonalli was imposing, he had nothing on Captain Jeryit. Built like a mountain, Kajaan’s father stood at six foot eight, more muscle than sense, cropped brown hair, and piercing brown eyes. Much to his father’s disappointment, Kajaan looked nothing like him. Weedy, ginger, pale green eyes, and a half foot shorter. His mother had passed them on to him, from what he’d heard from the maids and Queen Brekka while he grew up.

Kajaan never had the pleasure of knowing his mother. She’d died bringing him into the world, bleeding out while his father desperately got them to a Healer. It was probably why his father hated him so much. Always pushing him to do better, even when Kajaan’s tutors had nothing but praise for him. Pushing him to hone his Craft and learn how to fight with a sword, even though Kajaan was much more comfortable with a quill.

Instead, Kajaan pulled further and further away from his father’s cold indifference as he grew older. Running around with Yolotzin and keeping him out of trouble had developed slimmer muscles, needing to be agile rather than rely on brute strength like his father had wanted. Spending more time with Yolotzin’s tutors, learning anything and everything he could about being the best secretary that he could be.

Yolotzin had treated him with love and kindness despite everyone telling the young prince to stay away from Kajaan, insisting that the little ginger boy would be a bad influence on their prince. Yolotzin ignored them all, offering Kajaan his friendship instead of disgust. Kajaan refused to be anything less than perfect for his prince.

“Kajaan,” the king said tartly, “I was wondering if you were coming home at all tonight.”

“I had to see Prince Yolotzin safely abed before I retired, Your Majesty,” Kajaan said, not daring to rise from his bow. “He didn’t want to leave the wedding until Lady Naias was ready to depart.”

King Tonalli snorted derisively. “That marriage is cursed. To a Void. Why my idiot brother hasn’t disowned him or disposed of the Void, I don’t know. At least the Healer’s the youngest and most useless out of that brood.”

“Asyl is quite the skilled alchemist,” Kajaan said, stung by the harsh words and a little alarmed at King Tonalli mentioning disposing of someone. “He’s a good man who’s already suffered so much and deserves to be happy.”

Behind the king, his father cleared his throat and shook his head. Kajaan glanced at him and scowled before schooling his features and returning his gaze to the floor. Right. Don’t contradict the king, even though it was his nephew he was talking about. Even though Duke Ruvyn had clearly blessed Lord Kende and Asyl’s union. He’d even proudly attended the ceremony tonight with his wife and the rest of his children.

There was a moment of tense silence while King Tonalli eyed him up and down before sneering at him. The air around them warmed, and Kajaan’s heart did its best to break out of his chest. Nervous sweat prickled along his forehead, and Kajaan closed his eyes, trying to not tremble too openly.

“I have a task for you,” King Tonalli said.

The king was giving him a task? Kajaan folded his hands together on the small of his back as he straightened, trying to look interested instead of panicked. The last time the king had asked him to do something, he’d been away from the castle for a moonturn. Yolotzin had nearly been a basket case by the time he’d returned, and it had taken Kajaan several hours to reassure his best friend that he was all right.

“Whatever Your Majesty needs,” Kajaan said.

“You will take this missive to King Cadeyrn Greatblaze,” King Tonalli said, handing Kajaan a thick scroll that Yannat passed to him. The king’s seal in red wax glittered up at him in the low candlelight.

“May I ask why this can’t be sent via a messenger?” Kajaan asked carefully.

“You are the messenger,” Yannat said, snorting as if Kajaan had said something amusing. “Prince Yolotzin is occupied with his Fated and their upcoming wedding, and Lord Kende is helping him arrange it. Currently, you’re not needed. When you get back, your duties will have changed to something befitting your station.”

A cold shudder ran down Kajaan’s spine. He didn’t like the sound of that. What would his duties be changed to? Obviously he’d expected he’d be taking care of Lady Naias as well as Yolotzin, but Yannat was making it sound as if that wasn’t the case. He flicked his gaze over to his towering father, who just stared at him with an unreadable expression. Somewhere in the back of his mind, Kajaan realized with horror that his hands were visibly shaking.

Would they really separate him and Yolotzin?

“You will be leaving immediately,” the king said.

That snapped him back to attention immediately.

“Sorry?” Kajaan asked, blinking a few times.

“You will be leaving now,” Yannat repeated, this time definitely sneering at him. “Your clothing has already been packed and the carriage loaded. You’ll be taken towards Zothua and Paelfjord Castle as soon as the door closes behind you.”

“But,” Kajaan tried protesting, “it’s been an incredibly long day. Surely a good night’s sleep would be preferable before I see King Cadeyrn.”

“The trip is a week long,” Jeryit rumbled. “How you sleep tonight doesn’t affect you one way or the other. You’re to stop in Sestella the night before you have your audience, where you can refresh yourself.”

“What about Tzinny?” Kajaan asked.

That had been the wrong thing to say. Both the king and his father got dark looks on their faces while Yannat just smiled gleefully. Kajaan tried to not shrink back, shivering at how the two overwhelming men were glowering at him.

“I’ll handle him,” King Tonalli said. “You need to leave now.”

Kajaan opened his mouth to protest before he thought better. He snapped his jaw shut and bowed to him. Muttering the usual platitudes and farewells to the king, Kajaan spun on his heel and all but stomped down the hallway toward the stables again. How dare they! He debated running up to wake Yolotzin and let him know he was going to be gone for a while, but the footsteps behind him told Kajaan that he was being followed.

Probably so he couldn’t do exactly what he wanted to do. Why were they separating him and Yolotzin? Had he somehow just been a sort of temporary companion that had been endured until Yolotzin found his Fated? Had that been the king’s plan all along? Let the prince have his playmate until it was time to grow up and start producing offspring? Kajaan’s heart ached. There wasn’t even a way to send Yolotzin a message. All his correspondence was read before it was released to him.

Screening Yolotzin’s mail had been one of Kajaan’s duties. Was Yannat going to take over? The thought made Kajaan feel slightly sick, knowing that his life was going to be irrevocably changed in a fortnight. Goddess, he hoped it was just taking on more responsibility with his prince and his fiancée and he wasn’t being tossed away. Maybe he could send a message to Lord Kende asking him if he knew. Or at least have him tell Yolotzin what happened.

Tell him that Kajaan hadn’t just abandoned him.

He should have never left Yolotzin’s room. He should have just steeled his heart and crawled into bed with him one last time. Maybe then he would have been able to properly say goodbye in the morning before he was sent out on this task.

Heart beating in his throat, Kajaan stopped beside the traditional carriage that had been hooked up to two beautiful horses. On the back were a couple of his steamer trunks, lashed down tight. At least they and the coach looked suitably worn, so hopefully they wouldn’t attract too much attention. The coachman looked bored and cold if how tightly he’d bundled himself was any indication. Kajaan turned to see his father towering over him.

“Am I at liberty to know what the missive is about at least, since I’m being thrown out so hastily?” Kajaan asked, unable to keep the snark out of his tone.

His father growled low in his throat. “No.” The man glanced up at the coachman before Jeryit’s tone dropped, and his face seemed to soften. “Be careful. Highwaymen have been aggressive lately. Use your Craft to protect yourself if you need to. If it comes down to it, unhitch one of the horses and flee. Your missive is the biggest priority. Don’t be a hero.”

Kajaan couldn’t keep his surprise off his face. That sounded like legitimate concern for him from his father. He blinked a few times at the man before giving him a jerky nod. Before he could say or do anything that spoiled the moment, Kajaan spun and climbed into the carriage. The moment the door shut, Jeryit smacked his hand against the carriage twice, and the driver snapped the reins.

He was on his way to Zothua.

For better or for worse.


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

 

FOUR DAYS into the ride and Kajaan couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so bored. He’d briefly opened the trunks the first day when they’d stopped for dinner. A cursory look had revealed no reading material had been packed for him. That had confused him. He’d been sure his father was involved in the packing. It was hard to miss the fact that Kajaan liked reading. Hell, there were always a couple of books sitting on his nightstand.

The second day he’d gone through the trunks a little more critically, and away from the watchful eye of the coachman. The man was always watching him closely, as if he’d take off running with the missive and any gold he could get his hands on in the middle of the night. It was odd that he didn’t know the driver who’d been assigned to him, and the man refused to converse with him at any length.

Kajaan knew pretty much everyone in the castle, he liked knowing who was around his prince, and yet this man was unknown to him. It put him on edge, and the driver shut down all his attempts at conversations during the quiet moments. So Kajaan rifled through the trunks when he was able to get a moment away from the man.

His snooping hadn’t eased his mind.

The top layer contained his jackets and slacks, folded neatly to prevent too much wrinkling. Most of them were his rattier ones, the ones he wore when he was going to the less suitable areas of Alenzon. He’d spied the outfit he wore to Tillet’s all those years ago when he’d freed Asyl. Kajaan hadn’t worn it since. If it hadn’t been his favorite at the time, he would have burned the damn jacket. But underneath a few changes of clothes, what he saw puzzled him.

Sheets. The rest of the trunk was packed full of plain white sheets. Kajaan had repacked the first trunk quickly, trying to make it appear as if he hadn’t noticed. The second trunk was more of the same. Clothes that were nicer, more formal, and much more conducive to meeting the neighboring king hadn’t been packed for him. Why pack so little of his clothes and include so many sheets that were completely useless to him? It didn’t make sense.

The pouch of coins that was usually included on his trips was also missing. Sure, he wasn’t truly anyone important, but why hadn’t he been given something? Did the coachman have the funds necessary for their stay at the inn once they reached Sestella? Somehow, Kajaan doubted it. He hadn’t brought his own coin purse with him when he attended Lord Kende and Asyl’s wedding. It wouldn’t have been needed at all, considering he was driving and was at a friend’s home.

He didn’t have a copper to his name. The realization washed over him, as if he’d gotten ice cold water dumped over his head. No money, no good clothing that could prove that he had money, a suspicious driver…. Something inside him screamed that he was in danger, and he was inclined to believe it.

Anxiety had put him on edge for several hours, though it seemed stupid once he thought about his situation a bit more. They were on a well-traveled road, and he could see other people at almost all times. Nothing could happen to him without someone noticing. Still, he figured he shouldn’t totally disregard the feeling in his gut.

When the driver stopped briefly in a bordering town on the third day, Kajaan slipped out of the carriage. He found the post office and cringed inwardly when he asked if he could send a letter collect. But who to send it to? He couldn’t send it to Yolotzin. Any incoming mail would be intercepted and read, and Kajaan would be left adrift. The only other people he knew he could trust were also part of the castle. It didn’t matter who he sent the letter to in Avitou. His name would surely have been flagged by now and any correspondence he mailed read. A sense of abandonment and helplessness coursed through him.

Was this how Asyl felt when he woke up chained to a bed? Alone for far too long, rejected by his parents for being born a Void, and no one around to watch his back. Knowing that no one was likely looking for him, no one to miss him when he didn’t come home at night. No one to care when he was…. Kajaan’s mind shied away from the violence that had been afflicted upon the lordling’s person.

He could write to Asyl, Kajaan realized with a jolt. Their relationship was better than it had been a few moonturns ago, as in, they actually had one. Kajaan purchased the paper, ink, and wax seal that would be collected at the time of delivery. He scribbled a quick message, trying to be as concise about what had happened as he could. Hopefully Asyl would understand and forgive him when the messenger arrived and demanded however much it was going to be to accept the letter. He knew that Asyl could pay for it. Enchanted Waters was doing well, and he had a lord as a husband and a duke for a father-in-law.

Kajaan instructed that if the letter couldn’t be hand delivered to Asyl at Enchanted Waters, then they needed to take it to Lord Kende Ruvyn. As an afterthought, he gave them Lady Naias Elrel’s name. If the first two weren’t able or willing to take it, maybe she would hear his name and realize something was amiss. Especially since he was sure Yolotzin was upset about his disappearance. The two of them had rarely been apart, and now that separation could quickly become permanent. Kajaan really wanted to be wrong.

The messenger tucked the letter, his lifeline, into his vest and turned toward the attached stables. It was all Kajaan could do to not beg the men to let him come along instead of sending the letter. But the missive King Tonalli had given him weighed heavily in the carrying case belted to his waist. There was nothing else he could do. Help would arrive… or it wouldn’t. It might not matter in the end, and he had to accept that possibility.

By the time Kajaan snuck back into the carriage, he spotted the messenger trotting out of the city, already on his way. Kajaan wished him good speed and that his horse wouldn’t lame. The coachman arrived as the messenger faded into the distance, and hopped on, smelling heavily of alcohol. Kajaan winced but said nothing, curling up in the carriage and staring out the windows. It was all he could do as he stared at the mind-numbing scenery of rolling hills, fields of wheat, corn, or cows.

He wanted to be home.

Kajaan blinked when the coachman swerved off of the well-beaten and heavily used road onto a lesser-known trail the following day. He pulled his thoughts away from the letter he’d penned to Asyl yesterday and forced himself to pay attention. There should be no reason they’d be on this road. They still had three days of traveling to get to the royal city of Sestella. Why was he deviating from the route? There was no way this was a shortcut. The driver was Averian; he wouldn’t know the rural pathways that cut through the rolling hills of Zothua.

The carriage rocked violently when its wheel hit a rock, throwing him around like a rag doll, and he flung out his arms to try and catch himself. What the fuck? The horses were galloping now instead of the leisurely canter that they’d been at for the last four days. The shabby carriage rattled around him, threatening to fall apart on the next jolt. Kajaan opened the window to the driver, quickly taking in the absence of any sort of civilization around them.

“What’s going on?” Kajaan asked.

“Nothing to worry about,” the coachman said. “Shortcut.”

“Shortcut my ass. Turn around and follow the main thoroughfare. We should be following the direct orders from our king, not off gallivanting as if we were minor lordlings,” Kajaan scolded him, frustration taking over the fear roiling in his gut.

“I can’t do that,” the man replied.

“Like hell you can’t!” Kajaan snapped. “Turn around right—”

His words died in his throat as the coachman turned and pointed something at him. For a second, Kajaan didn’t quite recognize the weapon. It had a hollow barrel attached to a polished wooden grip and a trigger. The weapon had a faint acrid smell to it. As soon as he realized what it was, Kajaan scooted to the back of the carriage, not exactly proud of himself for how badly his hands were shaking.

An Ignis flintlock. Like many other Craft-operated tools, this one didn’t require the user to be an Ignian to be used, as it held its own charge. Pulling on that trigger would ignite the explosive black powder inside and launch a small metal ball that was packed into said powder.

Apparently the Ignis inventors had gotten the idea when a granary exploded. Something to do with surfaces and small particles and how they reacted quickly to fire. Why they had made such a deadly weapon was beyond Kajaan. Most elemental Craft Blessed were more than dangerous enough with their abilities.

Such abilities had passed over Kajaan, leaving him essentially helpless in situations like these. He wouldn’t be able to reach out and flood the barrel to render the powder useless or swirl the dirt path ahead of them to mud to force the driver to focus on the horses in order to keep them safe.

“Sorry,” the coachman said. “You’re a really nice kid, always talking to me as if we were equals, making sure I ate and didn’t push the animals too much. But I’ve got a job to do, and it includes you being quiet.”

Kajaan nodded a few times earnestly. He could be quiet. The coachman grunted his assent and shut the partition. As soon as he was cut off from the outside, Kajaan felt panic overtaking him, his heart thundering in his ears. It seemed his worst fears really were coming to fruition. He really wasn’t going to the castle; it had all been a ruse to get him isolated and away from Yolotzin. But why? What would his death even serve? He wasn’t anyone of any note. Was it really just personal?

“Use your Craft to protect yourself if you need to. If it comes down to it, unhitch one of the horses and flee.”

But I don’t have a strong Craft!

The thought hit Kajaan hard. He could change the composition of a limited amount of liquids from time to time, sure. That’s how he’d gotten Asyl free. He could drive Yolotzin all around their home city of Alenzon in a Craft-powered vehicle and not run out of energy. But he wasn’t a fighter. He could passably wield a sword thanks to his early training, but Kajaan much preferred to wait and talk his way out of situations. Talking his way out of this would be impossible. The desperation in the driver’s voice and his wild eyes indicated a man who was teetering on the edge.

Kajaan closed his eyes as the ride got bumpier until he was certain they weren’t even on any sort of known path. He might not be able to fight or use his Craft, but he knew patience. Once he got the opportunity to try and flee or appeal to the man’s better senses, he would do everything he could to defuse the situation. Kajaan struggled to keep his breathing even. His life was forfeit if he passed out like a damsel in the queen’s romance books.

The carriage began to slow. Kajaan slid to the door and put his hand on it, keeping a careful eye on the closed partition. He hadn’t thought about throwing himself out of the vehicle while the horses had been galloping, but now that they weren’t going at a breakneck pace, maybe he could jump.

And go where?

He was dead twice over. Even if he was able to run, the coachman could run him down with the horses or shoot him from a distance. His Craft was useless, so he couldn’t rely on that whatsoever to help protect him. The coachman must have felt or heard Kajaan unlatching the door. The partition banged open, and the flintlock was pointed at him again.

“Don’t,” the man warned.

“I’m dead either way,” Kajaan said, an odd sense of calm settling over him.

Pain seared through him as he flung his body weight into the door. The crack from the flintlock echoed over the hills, and Kajaan’s ears started ringing. He tumbled out of the carriage and rolled a few feet away from the startled horses. Luckily, the coachman had to settle the horses before he had the chance to load the weapon again.

That left Kajaan with a few seconds to think of what to do. His upper arm burned as he pushed himself to his feet, his vision going black around the edges, his body protesting with each movement. He must have taken longer to recover from his fall and the injury than he thought as he looked toward the prancing horses.

The flintlock was pointed at him for a third time. Kajaan didn’t think, he just reacted. He flung out his uninjured hand toward the man, freezing him in place. The body was 70 percent water. All the water in his muscles, blood, fat…. Kajaan tapped into that and held the man still. Exhaustion was quickly tugging at his limbs, making his knees weak. Kajaan had never really been able to get proper rest and recover his energy when he attempted to sleep in the rocking carriage. But he had to try.

Thinking about what he wanted the water to do, Kajaan winced as the man began to scream. His body bent at awkward angles, joints popping free and bones fracturing, trying to obey what was demanded of them. The driver’s hand flopped over to unhitch the horses from the carriage. That gave Kajaan his means of escape. The next was to unarm the driver. His wails and sobs were nearly unbearable, but it would be over soon.

As soon as the flintlock went sailing off to the side, Kajaan released the man, gasping. The black spots in his vision receded ever so slightly as he stumbled a few steps toward the front of the carriage. He had to leave. Now. Kajaan had no idea where he was going to go, but he couldn’t stay here.

Trying to ignore the driver’s wretched weeping, Kajaan rushed forward and soothed the horses as much as he could. The scent of his blood, the driver’s screams, and the unfamiliar report of the flintlock had driven them near to panic. He grabbed their lead, pulling the duo away from the carriage. There was nothing here that he needed to bring with him past the potentially fake missive.

If there was anyone at all nearby, they would have been alerted by the man’s screams, if not the fired shot. He had to get out of here before anyone came by. There was no way in hell that they’d listen to him before rendering judgment and either arresting or killing him. Kajaan wasn’t even entirely sure he was legally in Zothua anymore. Focus. His head felt light. Between the use of his Craft and the blood loss, it was a miracle he was still standing.

Just as Kajaan got the remaining harness off the horses, he heard shouting. His heart plummeted, and Kajaan spun to see who was nearby. There were six men rapidly approaching on their own mounts, in livery that Kajaan recognized. His naive heart leapt upon seeing them before his suspicion kicked in. Why were members of King Tonalli’s guard here?

He got his answer when four of them pulled out their own flintlocks and aimed them at him. Tears sprang to Kajaan’s eyes. Why had they slated for him to die? Was he a scapegoat for some other plan, or was he just a pest to be eradicated?

He didn’t even know if Yolotzin would ever know what happened to him.

If Yolotzin knew how much Kajaan loved him.

For better or for worse.

Please, goddess, Kajaan prayed for the first time since he was a child. Please, Lady Ilyphari, I won’t stand in the way of your will. As much as I wish it had been me Yolotzin was Fated for, I won’t interfere. Just let me survive this so I can love and support him as his confidant.

As the seconds passed and the men steadied their aim, the weariness that had seeped into Kajaan’s muscles eased. His fingers tingled with power, and he felt a warmth expand in his chest. Instinctively, he knew that he didn’t have access to this wellspring of power for very long. Kajaan flung out his hand and stunned the six men and their horses, freezing them in place.

Just as he did, he finally realized what he’d done, not only to these six men, but to the driver as well. There was an incredible amount of rules on how to not use an elemental Craft that was taught the day after their Awakening.

Ignians weren’t allowed to tamper with anyone’s body temperature, Gales couldn’t take someone’s breath from their lungs, Gaians weren’t allowed to manipulate the minute amount of metals in a human body…. And Aquans were forbidden to manipulate the water inside a body.

Even if he survived this, his life was forfeit. Even if he got back home, got back to Yolotzin and tried to seek asylum with the church, he would be hanged. Maybe he could make his case of self-defense against the coachman, but he truthfully didn’t know if the six men were here to kill or protect him. If there was any chance he got home and to a trial, he could plead his case and explain how terrified he’d been and was running on instinct.

Yolotzin would understand. He’d be able to feel Kajaan’s emotions and know he wasn’t lying and had truly panicked. But he wasn’t ever going to see Yolotzin again, was he? Tears fell from his eyes even as he held the twelve bodies in thrall. He had to do something. He couldn’t just hold them forever, and even if he tried holding them until he got out of his sphere of influence, they could easily catch up to get into range and shoot him. But he refused to kill them.

Swallowing hard, Kajaan slowed the blood flowing through the men, trying hard to not feel too guilty at their frantically rolling eyes and startled looks. Rendering them unconscious without killing them was going to be a small window, but he had already likely killed the coachman who’d finally stopped sobbing. He wasn’t going to add to his body count. When the guard’s eyes began to flutter closed, Kajaan would release the man and his mount. The horses’ reactions ranged from stamping to screaming, and two of them bolted, throwing their riders to the ground.

Finally, the last guard’s eyes glazed over. Kajaan released them, the power at his fingertips vanishing between one heartbeat and the next. Bone-deep exhaustion washed over him, and the world spun as Kajaan crumpled. He wasn’t unconscious, but he needed a minute or two to breathe and get his bearings once more. The two horses he was stealing were prancing in place, the earlier soothing forgotten.

Breathing was hard. His chest ached as Kajaan forced himself to his feet, and his vision grayed out on him. Blood soaked his sleeve, and Kajaan tried to ignore the throbbing around the wound. He didn’t want to look at it. Somehow, he managed to mount one of the horses, riding bare and sliding on her sweat-slicked hair until he got his seat. His arm ached, and Kajaan looked over at the crumpled guards.

A few of them were already stirring.

Kajaan kicked the horse he was on into a trot, weaving the fingers of his good hand into the mane. He hadn’t ridden bareback before, but at least he was a skilled rider and had an excellent seat. It didn’t take him too long to figure out how to balance himself and sit properly. There was shouting. Angry shouting, if Kajaan could determine it over the wind and thundering hooves.

Something tugged him to head north by northeast. Kajaan didn’t know what, but he wasn’t going to question whatever instinct was telling him to ride in that direction. All he knew was that Sestella and Paelfjord Castle was east of Averia, and that was the direction the coach had been heading for the last few days. He kicked the mare into a gallop, heart pounding as hard as the hooves on the earth below.

It was almost loud enough to cover the other horse’s approaching gallop.

Kajaan glanced over his shoulder and immediately regretted that he did. Two of the guards had recovered enough to pursue him, weapons at the ready. One of the raised flintlocks cracked and missed. Kajaan crouched low to the horse and urged the mare on. The earlier run had already tired the creature, and tapping into the beast’s body, he could tell there wasn’t much left in her. He had to pull back else he ran the risk of the mare’s heart bursting.

As much as Kajaan wished he valued his life over a beast of burden, he couldn’t do that to this magnificent, innocent creature. Just as he started to pull back, to urge the horse into a trot or a canter, he heard another crack and felt something hit the area between his shoulder blade and neck. There wasn’t any pain, almost as if he’d been pegged by a rock.

The force of the blow unbalanced him, and already weakened, Kajaan pitched forward. He tumbled off the mare and hit the ground, much like one of Reina’s rag dolls. Kajaan couldn’t draw in a full breath, wincing from the tightness in his chest. It would have been kinder if he’d struck his head on a rock and immediately died from the fall.

At least he was lying on his back. Now the pain settled in; a deep, harsh biting pain in his shoulder that set not only the entire area on fire, but up his neck and along his jaw too. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he registered the feeling of his clothes getting damp. He could hear the horse he’d been riding stamping and braying. Shouting. Angry, incredibly angry shouting. Kajaan had never heard anyone so enraged before. He knew it was likely directed at him. Well, he’d put up a good fight, he supposed.

His vision swam, and Kajaan knew in his last few moments, he was fine shedding a few tears. He’d never truly told Yolotzin how much he loved him. He’d never get to say goodbye. A velvety nose snuffed near his face, and he felt the warmth of the creature’s breath ruffle his hair. At least he was going to die under the open, cloudless sky.

And what a beautiful day it was.

Dimly, Kajaan heard more voices add to the shouts. Screams of pain, indignant curses. As his vision began to fade, Kajaan ignored whatever was happening with the two guards nearby. He wanted to go out thinking of his first and oldest love. Someone jostled his injured arm, shooting searing pain through his body. Kajaan didn’t even have the energy to cry out as his vision went black.


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

 

“HEY, ASYL. There’s a courier here for you,” Prenta said cautiously from the workroom door.

Asyl looked up from his potion and nodded. She flashed him a hesitant smile and retreated quickly. He had to force himself to not roll his eyes. Another Aquan who was terrified to touch his cauldrons. Asyl hadn’t understood it with Naias, and he most certainly didn’t understand it with Prenta or Binty. Olire offered him a small smile, knowing full well the front store ladies thought it was best to leave the brewing to the Voids.

Ruffling the teenager’s red curls, Asyl untied the apron he now donned while brewing. He draped it over his workbench, dropping off his Ignis gloves at the same time. There. Mostly presentable, though definitely sweaty, Asyl entered the front of the store where he indeed saw a courier hovering awkwardly at the end of the counter. He approached the man, seeing he was a fellow Void, and smiled faintly at him. Thankfully it seemed like he had steady work and wasn’t a complete pariah where he lived.

If the man’s surprise was anything to go by, the courier hadn’t expected a Void to be his contact.

“Lord Asyl Ruvyn?” the courier asked.

A small thrill ran through Asyl, and his smile grew. He didn’t care about the title, but taking Kende’s last name had been heady. Hell, Asyl had bounced around their bedchambers when Kende handed him the official paperwork confirming that his name had been changed. It had taken his lover several hours—and orgasms—later to wear him out enough that Asyl could sleep for the night.

“That’s me. How can I help?” Asyl asked politely.

“I have a collect letter for you,” the courier said, glancing over at Prenta as she rang up another customer. “It’s three gold.”

Asyl wanted to blanch at the amount. He managed a small cough instead. “Excuse me?”

“I’m from Kierton,” the courier said. “It’s a three-day ride. One gold a day, and it was sent collect.”

“From who?” Asyl demanded, folding his arms.

He wasn’t going to look at or touch the letter at all until he knew. If he even so much as expressed interest in the letter, then he could be liable for the price anyways.

“Kajaan Pernoac,” the man said. “He instructed that if I was unable to deliver to you, then to go to Lord Kende Ruvyn, and then Lady Naias Elrel. He was insistent that one of you three needed to read his letter.”

Kajaan? The thought that the man was contacting him of all people threw Asyl for a loop. He had no idea why the prince’s secretary was writing to him when he could have Prince Yolotzin relay any messages. Asyl stared at him for a minute before he nodded. Something was going on, and if Kajaan couldn’t speak freely with the prince, then maybe Asyl was his next best bet.

The one good thing over the last year was that he no longer truly needed to worry about money. Enchanted Waters was doing better every moonturn between private orders and the storefront. Having a lord for a husband certainly helped as well, but Asyl didn’t like depending on him for everything. He snagged the requested three gold from the cash box and avoided Prenta’s questioning gaze. Asyl handed the courier the money and received a thin letter.

As soon as Asyl had the letter in his hands, the courier saluted him and all but fled the store. Asyl inspected the letter and shrugged before finally breaking the seal. He skimmed over the letter and stopped halfway through. As he reread it, this time intently, Asyl’s heart pounded in his chest and worry started to bloom in the back of his mind. He had to get home and show the letter to his husband.

Asyl darted into the workroom and grabbed Olire’s shoulder.

“Turn off the burners. I don’t want you unattended in here with the Plates,” Asyl said. “Then either help Prenta or go home.”

“But the potions will spoil!” Olire protested, obviously not understanding.

“That’s fine,” Asyl replied, shaking his head. “It’s fine. I need to leave, and I won’t have you hurt.”

“Tsela will be here soon!” Olire complained.

“Two hours isn’t soon,” Asyl chided. “Please do as I say.”

The boy pouted at him but nodded. Asyl kissed his forehead, grabbed his messenger bag containing his research, and ran out the back door. Trying to flag down a carriage or wait for Toemi would take too long, and he wasn’t that far from home. Asyl ran through the barely warm spring evening, realizing he’d left his light cloak behind. At least he was wearing his brace, keeping his knee stable during his run.

Asyl darted up the stairs to the manor and pushed his way through the heavy doors, aware that he probably looked like a panicked, sweaty mess. Nothing like how a proper lord should look or act. Birgir, as always, sneered at him as he approached, his mouth set in a hard line.

“Kende,” Asyl said, too overwhelmed to consult his bond.

“Now, young man—” Birgir began to scold him.

“Where’s my husband?” Asyl snapped.

“Upstarts—”

“Asyl,” Kende said from the door of his study.

Turning away from the rude steward, Asyl rushed over to his husband and held out the letter.

“How quickly can you get Prince Yolotzin here?” Asyl asked.

Kende frowned and took the letter from Asyl. His husband wrapped an arm around his shoulders, pulling him close to his body. Asyl automatically nestled into Kende’s chest, shifting his weight to take pressure off his injured knee. Even as his love’s warmth spread through him, banishing the fear that had gripped him during his run, it also meant that Asyl could feel Kende’s reaction. His husband went very still, and he cursed under his breath.

“Siora,” the man called. “I need Tzin here immediately. Tell him anything to get him here, but within the hour.”

“Yes, sir,” Siora said from behind Kende.

She and Linel had been working with Kende for Naias and Prince Yolotzin’s wedding. Sending out RSVPs, making sure the florist, bakery, catering, venue, and everyone else who was involved had everything they needed. It was a much bigger affair than his own wedding, considering the crown prince was involved, and the two women and Kende were being run off their feet trying to keep everything on track and dealing with issues quickly.

Asyl couldn’t say he was too upset that Linel wasn’t always following him around anymore, but he did miss her company from time to time. Linel actually talked to him and would bounce ideas for his shop back to him when he was in a planning mood. At least he didn’t have to deal with a perpetual bodyguard anymore.

Not since his mother had been arrested.

His father had visited her in prison until she gave birth to his infant sister. The baby was handed over to Lord Lairne without any question, though apparently Ilfa had screeched at him for how he was abandoning her. Lairne’s divorce from her became final a week later. The last Asyl had heard about her, she’d fallen into a deep depression, though she held firm to her beliefs that Voids should be rounded up and incarcerated.

Asyl got to babysit his newest sister, along with his other young siblings, quite often, much to Kende’s delight. Being a minimum of thirteen years older than his siblings was hard at times, but he was making an effort to be involved with his estranged family. Even if he did struggle to relate to his giggling and girl-obsessed ten-year-old sister.

At least his father genuinely seemed like he wanted Asyl in his life again, actively inviting him to family dinners and parties. Unlike his mother, who’d tried to kill him. Sure, she’d had some ulterior motives, but at least she faced him herself instead of getting someone else to do her dirty work for her.

Asyl didn’t realize he was trembling until he felt Kende’s lips in his hair, his lover gently whispering nonsense, trying to calm him.

“What’ll happen if… if….” Asyl trailed off, unable to voice his concern.

Kende gently shushed him and led him into the study, where Linel was working on the design of the wedding program and food cards. She smiled sweetly at him, though she likely knew full well that Asyl was distraught. He didn’t even really know why.

Sure, he and Kajaan had a tentative friendship, and the man had proved himself by rescuing him over four years ago. But why the thought of him in danger had upset him so much, Asyl couldn’t quite figure out.

Kende sat on the couch and pulled Asyl sideways into his lap. He tucked him close to his chest, humming and kissing his head. Sometimes he dipped down and kissed his face or lips. It wasn’t meant to be sexual, nor did Asyl take it that way. Just knowing Kende was here for him, comforting him, was enough to calm Asyl’s anxieties.

Siora arrived with the prince close to an hour later. The man looked a bit harried and more than worried. In fact, he seemed rumpled, and not quite as put together as he normally was. There was a faint darkness around his eyes and a shadow along his jaw.

“Cousin,” Prince Yolotzin said.

“Hey, Tzin,” Kende said. “We got a letter from Kajaan.”

“Kajaan?” Prince Yolotzin asked, looking frustrated. “Why would he mail you? The bastard disappeared a week ago—”

“Read it,” Kende interrupted gently, handing him the letter.

Frowning, Prince Yolotzin took the letter from his cousin and took a deep breath before opening it. His face grew darker the more he read, and Asyl could only imagine what his reaction was going to be.

 

My Dear Lord Asyl Ruvyn,

I hope this letter reaches you well. I apologize in advance for having to send it collect, but I’m currently in a bit of a bind. The King, his advisor, and my father ambushed me after we left your wedding and decided I needed to call upon King Cadeyrn Greatblaze of Zothua to deliver a missive with contents that I have no knowledge of. I currently have no identification or funds, and when I inspected what had been packed for me, no proper clothes or anything personal. The coachman isn’t someone I know, and the carriage itself is shabby and unmarked.

Maybe I’m worried about nothing, but I can’t help but feel like something’s wrong. I snuck away from the carriage to send this to you, and I don’t have much time. Please make sure this letter, or at least the contents, get to Tzin. Make sure he knows I didn’t intend on leaving without saying farewell. I couldn’t. My father followed me to the carriage to make sure I couldn’t. I didn’t even get to my room, so I couldn’t leave a note anywhere there either.

I was assured I was only going to be gone for two to three weeks. If I don’t come back… well. You know.

I wish you and Lord Kende nothing but the best. Give Tzin all my love and well wishes for his marriage to Lady Naias.

Thank you.

 

“What the fuck,” was Prince Yolotzin’s reply.

“It is incredibly concerning,” Kende said.

“Only three people knew where he went,” Asyl said. “If something happened to him….”

“No. Nothing’s happening to him,” Prince Yolotzin spat. “I’m demanding the truth from my father. He’s been dodging me ever since I started asking around to figure out where Kajaan went. Maybe I’ll ambush Captain Jeryit. He and Kajaan haven’t had the best relationship, but if Kajaan’s in danger….”

“Unless he was part of the planning,” Asyl whispered.

The look he got from the prince made him cringe and duck his head. Kende cleared his throat, drawing Prince Yolotzin’s glare.

“You have to be aware that it’s a possibility, cousin,” Kende said. “Leave the letter here. We’ll keep it safe.”

“But…,” Prince Yolotzin faltered.

He looked down at the crumpled letter in his hands and gently smoothed it out. His eyes got a little shiny, and Prince Yolotzin sniffed, staring at the potential last words of his best friend and lover. Asyl felt his heart break for the man. To have someone so close be ripped away without being able to say goodbye…. Asyl had almost been in the same position during his Introduction Gala when Kende had been stabbed with Void blood and nearly died as the poison ate away at him.

“We’ll keep it safe,” Kende repeated gently. “I promise you. If he doesn’t come home, I won’t contest you for ownership.”

This time, a few tears dropped from the prince’s eyes. He let out a choked noise and nodded, thrusting the letter at Kende. Asyl quietly took it from him, standing. He wrapped his arms around Prince Yolotzin’s waist and hugged him. The prince was a couple inches taller than his husband, and their bodies fit all wrong, but with the hug he got back, Asyl knew his action had been the right one.

“Oh Goddess, what if he’s gone? What’ll I do?” Prince Yolotzin said.

“Pick up the pieces of your heart and move on,” Kende replied. “Lady Naias will understand if you need to delay the wedding to mourn your best friend.”

“I truly thought he and I would be Fated,” Prince Yolotzin whispered. “We’ve been together for so long. I just thought it would snap into place once Father relinquished the kingdom to me.”

“Maybe you weren’t for reasons that’ll become clear in the next few years,” Kende offered. “Who knows why the goddess forges the bonds that she does, but they always seem to make sense in the end.”

“Like Lady Ilfa and Lord Lairne?” the prince said caustically.

Asyl stiffened and took a few steps away. “They did love each other before my Awakening failed. Only after that did she seem to become twisted.”

Prince Yolotzin sighed, seeming a little chastised and said, “Sorry. That wasn’t exactly fair.”

“No, it wasn’t,” Kende said. “You know as well as I do that Fated relationships very rarely fail, and usually it’s due to outside influence. Such as what happened with Ilfa. Hell, it’s more common for a marriage to fall apart when one of them finds their Fated.”

“Do you think he’s not my Fated because this was going to happen?” Prince Yolotzin asked.

“I don’t know,” Kende replied. “This may have happened even if he was. You know your father hasn’t exactly enjoyed the fact that the two of you were practically inseparable as children and haven’t grown much further apart as adults.”

Prince Yolotzin chewed on his lower lip and nodded. He turned toward the door and took a deep, shaking breath before nodding again. With that, he stood up straight, squaring his shoulders, and left the room. Asyl knew damn well the man was going to go on a tear to find out what happened to his best friend. Looking up at his husband, Asyl winced slightly seeing the blatant worry on his face.

“Will he be all right?” Asyl asked.

“Goddess, I hope so. He’s the only heir, so I doubt King Tonalli will do anything to him,” Kende said and grimaced. “Just as long as he hasn’t lost his mind.”


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

 

KING CADEYRN Greatblaze of Zothua stared at the letters on his desk, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose. The damn things slid far too much, making reading a massive pain. Behind him, he could hear the scratching of a pen and knew his secretary, Quillin, was hard at work drafting a preliminary terse letter to the nearby kingdom of Averia. He was pretty sure that’s who the young man in the dungeon belonged to, though he didn’t know anyone in the castle with bright red hair.

That meant the man was either an imposter or some sort of bandit. He glanced at the scroll that the redhead had been carrying and scowled at the broken seal. What in the hell had possessed him to ride out a few days ago in the small hours of the morning, going farther and harder than he usually did? He’d nearly left his retinue in the dust, pushing his mount as hard as he could.

At least his gexena, Maeeri, had enjoyed the run and hadn’t been bothered with the extra weight of carrying a second passenger. Not once had Cadeyrn thought his mount couldn’t handle the added burden. Maeeri stood at a full twenty-two hands and had the insane muscle definition to go with it. She would be a formidable dam once he started breeding her.

The thought kept circling in his head. But why. Why? It made no damn sense to him. Eventually Cadeyrn growled and removed his glasses so he could press the palm of his hands to his eyes, hating the headache he felt starting to bloom between his brows. The scratching behind him tapered off, and he heard Quillin move slightly.

“Anything I can help with?” he asked in his perpetual soft voice.

“No,” Cadeyrn snapped. Silence reigned in the small room for a few minutes before the king snarled at himself. “Yes. I can’t find the reason for why I did what I did.”

“What you did. You mean saving the kid downstairs?” Quillin asked.

“Yes,” Cadeyrn said simply.

“I can try to help there,” his advisor’s teasing voice said.

Cadeyrn lowered his hands to stare balefully at Ameyalli as they entered his study. His advisor was a delightful person who always challenged his decisions and truly made him think about his choices if they didn’t believe he was thinking clearly. Right now their influence wasn’t entirely wanted. Especially with that teasing smile playing on their lips.

“Please, do tell,” Quillin said, a lilt of happiness in his words.

Trying to not roll his eyes at the Fated couple, Cadeyrn fought his smile. Truthfully, he enjoyed both his advisor and secretary and had thrown them a huge wedding once they’d announced they were Fated for each other. Quillin got to his feet and gently kissed Ameyalli’s cheek, causing them to blush lightly. The couple before Caderyn was almost half his age, and Ameyalli wasn’t used to public affection. Or any sort of affection that didn’t happen in complete privacy.

“All right, then,” Cadeyrn said, leveling a look at the Seer. “Tell me why I did what I did.”

Ameyalli’s face broke out into a smile, and they simply said, “He’s your Fated.”

Thank the goddess Cadeyrn didn’t have anything in his hand, else it would have shattered on the ground. He stared at the Seer and their Fated in numb shock for a minute before he snorted and shook his head. His heart pounded at the words, and Cadeyrn resolutely tried ignoring it. The moment they’d uttered the words, everything seemed to slot perfectly in place.

Fifteen years ago, he would have loved to hear those words, would have loved to believe that the goddess hadn’t forgotten him. But he wasn’t a newly crowned monarch anymore, aching for someone to love and hold during those first stressful years.

“That’s not possible,” Cadeyrn said flatly.

“Menea wasn’t your Fated,” Ameyalli said. “It was an arranged marriage, and you two fell in love after a couple of years. It’s not the same.”

“I’m not attracted to a boy,” Cadeyrn snapped.

He quickly got to his feet, making his chair screech backward and nearly tip over. Neither of the two in front of him so much as winced, more than used to his blustering. Because in the end, it really was just frustration leaking through. He’d never be able to live with himself if he hurt Quillin or Ameyalli, even accidentally.
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