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Asyl’s life shattered the day of his Awakening, when he should have received his Craft from the goddess but was labeled a Void and cast aside by his own family instead. Now, years later, he’s survived the unthinkable and carved out a quiet existence—until Lord Kende Ruvyn enters his life. Fated by destiny, the connection between them is undeniable, but Asyl’s haunted past makes him wary of trust, love, and hope.

As they navigate their bond, dark secrets of betrayal, pain, and a twisted conspiracy against Voids threaten their fragile relationship. With enemies closing in, Asyl must face his deepest fears and unlock a power he never knew he had to protect the man who swore never to abandon him.

A thrilling tale of love, redemption, and magic, A Broken Spirit will sweep you into a dark fantasy of love where fate may be the only thing that can heal a broken soul.
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To My Grandmother


Prologue

 

 

ASYL HAD always wanted to be special.

He was the apple of his mother’s eye, his father’s pride, and beloved lordling to the servants. For the last thirteen years of his life, Asyl had been groomed to take over his father’s business. Well, not all thirteen, truthfully. Ten, perhaps. He was the heir to their family, the only child who made it out of infancy, so a lot rested on his shoulders.

Today was his thirteenth birthday, and the hour grew ever closer to his Awakening. At the exact second that he drew breath in this world, he would be blessed by the Goddess Ilyphari with a Craft. There were nine Crafts he could be blessed with, guiding the rest of his life with a related career he would naturally excel in.

Most, if not all, parents wanted their children to be blessed with an elemental Craft. Harvesters controlled plants, able to encourage them to maturity from a simple seed and will. Gaians could move the earth under their feet with just a thought, shaping the land and finding precious metals and stones. Aquans ruled the oceans and rivers with the ability to breathe underwater, able to locate and call upon underground reservoirs. Ignians were fireproof, able to call upon flames at will—or smother them. Gales could summon the winds ranging from a small breeze to massive storms.

The most coveted of the non-elemental Crafts were the Healers, who were able to pour their Craft into their patients to speed up recovery time. Secondly were Seers, able to see into the future, even if their Visions weren’t exactly clear in their meaning. Sympathetics were strong empaths, able to read the emotions of those around them, discerning truth from lies as easily as breathing. The least wanted Craft was to be an Illusionist, able to make fantastical images out of thin air, often working as storytellers or actors.

Though being blessed with any Craft was nothing compared to the excitement of finding one’s Fated—the one person made specifically for him that he would find when the time was right. The Fated bond was established at the same time as the Craft blessing, though there were academics who claimed the bond was forged at birth, simply maturing when the child reached thirteen.

Asyl had grown up with stories of how his mother bumped into his father on the street and upon looking at each other, they’d felt the tug of their Fated hearts. Perhaps they’d made their way to the street by the urging of their bond, whispering for them to alter their usual routines. Some people talked as if the tug on their souls was physical, while others just likened it to an awareness.

His parents had been married within a year, as most Fated couples were, and he was born ten months later. It wasn’t uncommon for couples to have children quickly and often, and many couples who could afford it ended up with large families. Being an only child was the one thing that Asyl wished he was able to change. He would love to have younger siblings to spoil and look after, taking away the sadness in his mother’s eyes.

As it was, he would stand with only his parents on his thirteenth birthday, sans siblings. Awakenings were massive affairs, friends and family invited to join in the anticipation and celebration. The child would be showered with gifts and a feast containing their favorite foods spread out along countless tables. Depending on the season and time of the Awakening, sparklers would be passed around to the children for them to run around with.

Then when it came time for the Awakening itself, Asyl would stand between his parents and tilt his head to the heavens as the revelers counted down the seconds. His Craft Mark would be revealed in the center of his forehead, a few shades darker or lighter than his skin tone, and he would learn his path in life. Of course, his father’s political friends were exchanging coins, betting on what Asyl would be blessed with.

At least Asyl had his one childhood friend in attendance. Lady Naias Elrel, who had Awakened as an Aquan eight moonturns ago, was just as eager to see what he would be blessed with. They stood quietly by the buffet tables, despite the other kids running around and adults chatting excitedly to each other. Asyl held Naias’s hand tight, his body vibrating with fear and excitement.

The suns were setting, lighting the clouds with pinks, oranges, and purples. His backyard had a warm glow to it, giving all the decorations an orange hue. Tables were adorned with white cloth, held down with platters of his favorite meals. Colorful candies in small glass bowls fit in wherever there was space. His Gale father had set up special torches to keep mosquitoes and wasps from getting close to the backyard. It smelled wonderfully of the forests to the west that they’d visited a couple of years ago. His Harvester mother had outdone herself, cultivating the most beautiful plants and delicious fruits for the party.

After the last two hours, the tables were no longer groaning with food, almost picked entirely clean by Asyl’s family and his father’s contacts. The second of his first breath was rapidly approaching.

He couldn’t wait.

He was terrified.

Asyl eagerly ran over to his parents when his father gestured for him to join them, a smile on his father’s handsome face. His mother dipped down and covered his face in greasy kisses, leaving lipstick smudges behind as he giggled and squirmed away from her. His parents took a hand each, and he bounced on the balls of his feet, closing his eyes and tilting his head to the sky, feeling the radiating warmth of the setting sun on his skin.

All around him, the revelers counted down the seconds, and Asyl took a deep breath and held it in anticipation. Would it hurt when his Craft unlocked? If it did, would the pain be only for a second? How would it feel to be a non-elemental? Asyl squeezed his parents’ hands tight, the countdown falling into single digits.

Naias had whispered excitedly to him that she’d briefly felt dizzy, suddenly aware of the moisture in the air and how much water the clouds above were carrying. She’d explained that she felt like she was underwater when the days were humid, though she was learning to block out the overwhelming sensations with the help of her tutor.

Father told him he’d felt the currents in the air, all the way up to the highest cloud level. He could feel the vibrations in the air of the larger fowl flying within a couple of miles, and his skin had buzzed with the proximity of insects. He too had training to block out the constant overstimulation his Craft bestowed upon him.

Mother had felt a rush of life. Surrounded then as he was now by shrubbery, flowers, and trees, she had immediately learned which ones were healthy, which ones needed a little bit of help, and which trees were reaching the end of their lifespan. Somehow, she’d instinctively known that she could coax the slightly blighted plants back to perfect health with a song or praise. She hadn’t bothered to learn how to block out what her Craft told her, not minding feeling the status of every plant within fifty yards.

Three.

Asyl bit his lip, practically dancing in place. He heard his mother laugh at his excitement, her voice high and bright. His father chuckled, running his thumb over the back of Asyl’s fingers.

Two.

Naias shouted out encouragement to him, whooping and hollering. She stirred up the other kids who’d accompanied their families, and Asyl grinned at the cracking adolescent cheers.

One.

Asyl breathed out, his whole body relaxing as he anticipated the rush of his Craft coming to the forefront. He was ready. Elemental Craft or not, he would be the best person he could possibly be. He’d be the son his father wanted. Make his mother proud. Once he was old enough, he’d seek out his Fated and bring him home. Live his life in bliss.

Asyl had always wanted to be special. He opened his eyes, confused after a few seconds had passed. He didn’t feel any different. Didn’t feel any sort of power welling up inside of him. Hadn’t become aware of the wind, water, earth, heat, or flora surrounding him. No one had told him that wishes tended to find loopholes.

His mother dropped his hand as if it had burned her. Asyl turned to her, startled, his eyes wide. Panic started to rise inside of him, and he looked around wildly. Something had to have gone wrong, right? Maybe the hour was incorrect. Minute. Perhaps the Healer transposed a number or two. Even as he frantically cast his mind about for a logical answer, he knew the truth.

His Awakening had failed.

How could his Awakening fail? He’d never heard of something like this before.

“Mother?” Asyl managed to squeak out.

His mother backed away from him, shaking her head as she pressed her hands over her mouth. Tears welled in her eyes, and she shook her head. Her sob echoed through the backyard, breaking the stunned silence that had fallen over everyone.

“What’s going on?” Naias demanded. “Where’s Asyl’s Mark?”

Behind him, his father stepped away, leaving him to stand in the center of the backyard alone. The adults regarded him with something akin to fear on their faces. Parents grabbed their children, stopping them from moving close. Clearly frustrated, Naias started to rush toward him.

“No!” Lady Elrel cried out, grabbing her daughter.

“He’ll steal your Craft,” Lord Elrel spat.

Asyl took a few steps back, looking between all those who’d been smiling and laughing just moments ago. One of his father’s associates clapped his father on the shoulder, an agonized look on his face.

“Do we kill it?” the man asked.

It. What was it? His breath caught when the man looked at him, his eyes sharp and filled with hatred. He… was the it?

“Father?” Asyl implored him, taking a step toward him.

“Stay back,” the associate said, his voice colder than Valvinte in winter. “What do you want to do, old friend?”

“Everyone leave,” Father said briskly.

The backyard emptied with a dizzying speed. Parents scooped up their confused children or hauled their elder ones away. His grandmother moved forward in the crowd, and for a second, Asyl thought she was heading for him. Instead, she spat on his face and hurried over to her daughter and sat next to her. Stunned, Asyl brought his hand up, lightly touching the spittle running down his cheek.

“No!” Naias shrieked as her mother tried hauling her away. “Tell me what’s going on! He’s my best friend!”

“The goddess has looked into his soul and found him tainted. She refused to bless him. A Void,” Lord Elrel sneered, his impressive mustache curling. He turned to Mother, who was openly yet silently weeping. “My condolences. I hope you’re able to carry a proper child to term.”

His best friend screamed at her father that there had to have been a mistake. Naias tried to rush toward him and was lifted off her feet by her father. Her defiant shouts echoed through the silent backyard, demanding that her father put her down. There clearly had to have been a mistake!

“My friend,” the associate began.

“Please leave,” Father murmured.

The man simply nodded, casting another frigid glare at Asyl, and followed the rest of the revelers out of the garden. They were alone now. Or rather, as alone as one could get in a manor. Servants stared at him from the deck and many windows. The faces of the maids that had been with him his entire life were ashen, and Asyl could see that one or two of them were crying.

His father’s butler, on the other hand, was a different story. He openly glowered at Asyl, as if he hadn’t cheerily given him a gift only a half hour ago: a beautiful pocket watch that showed the heavenly bodies, telling him the time with the greatest accuracy Gale inventors could determine.

“What do you wish, sir?” the butler asked.

Father stared down at Asyl, and he stared right back, terrified. He still didn’t understand what was happening. What was a Void? He’d never heard of such a thing until now. But that… that wasn’t possible. His father told him everything, even if Asyl was too young to fully understand the nuances of his business deals.

“Father, please,” Asyl said, his voice trembling.

“Get out,” his father snapped. Asyl jerked as if he’d been stabbed. His fingers and toes were growing cold, even as his stomach rebelled and warned him that he was going to vomit, making him break out into a sweat. “Get the fuck out of our lives. You are no longer my son.”

Tears sprang to his eyes, and Asyl’s throat closed. He tried stammering a plea, wanting to change his father’s mind. Hadn’t he been a good son? He’d done everything his father asked of him, even eating foods he hated, simply because he wanted to please the man. He was good at his studies, though he found it hard to socialize with the others in his classes. He treated the servants well, respected his parents and the adults in his life.

What could there possibly be within him that marked him as tarnished? Unworthy? He’d read novels and watched plays where the villains were Craft Blessed. Surely the Goddess would have seen the corruption within their souls and denied them a Craft. But what had he done?

“Father,” Asyl tried again, his vision blurring, “what have I done wrong?”

“You survived,” Mother snarled from behind him. “Why did you live when your siblings didn’t? Saddling me with a useless, damned child, giving me false hope that I could have a wonderful family. You disgust me.”

“You’re not wanted,” his grandmother sniffed, glowering at him. “Get out before we have Kusinut fetch the police.”

Trembling, his legs barely supporting his weight, Asyl stumbled to the garden gate. He put one hand on the white-painted wood and looked back. Father was staring at him, his eyes completely blank. It was the same look he’d had when Asyl’s paternal grandfather had died. A shudder ripped down his spine, and Asyl slipped out of the gate.

It swung shut behind him with a finalizing clang, physically and emotionally cutting him off from his family. Fear gripped him as he stared down the darkening street, paralyzing him for just long enough to hear his father try to comfort his grieving mother.

“It’s okay, my dear,” Asyl heard him say gently. “I know seeing so many friends with kids is hard. But we’re still young, and we can keep trying.”


Chapter 1

 

 

GODDESS, DID he hate the rain.

Even with Siora’s expert handling of the umbrella, Kende still got plenty wet. He did his best skirting puddles and Craft-powered vehicles or horse-drawn carriages, but his trousers were still soaked halfway to his knees. If it wasn’t for his duty to visit the Alenzon apothecaries to ensure their quality, he would have stayed inside by the warm fire with a good book.

Those Healers preferring to work with physical ingredients and enhancing their healing properties with their Craft, rather than training as a physician, would turn to alchemy. Whether it was because their Craft was too weak, they didn’t have the stomach for urgent care, or they preferred to have their own business, it didn’t matter to him.

What did matter was if the potions, salves, tinctures, and whatever else the Healer created were actually effective. If they were, then Kende verified how potent they were, making sure that the proprietor was truthful about their wares. He refused to let the citizens of his fair city be swindled and purchase falsities with their hard-earned money.

So far, Kende was pleased with every visit he made. He made it a habit to grab random products from the shelves and test the potions near the proprietor. Potions and concentrated tinctures were the easiest for him to test. He either dipped a specifically made testing strip inside the potion or used a dropper with the tincture. If they had healing properties, the strip would turn green.

Salves and ointments were a little trickier, as they were completely mundane. While the test strip did work, it wasn’t infallible and took much longer than with their magical counterparts. For that reason, most apothecaries didn’t bother mixing or stocking them. Only children needed mundane healing, and most parents would take their child to a doctor rather than hunt through countless apothecaries looking for the cure they needed.

So Kende was completely surprised and pleased when he walked into a far-flung apothecary called Enchanted Waters. The walls of the small front room were covered in shelves, and the floor space was dominated by a large circular display shelf. Kende merely raised a hand in greeting to the shopkeeper, his eyes firmly fixed on the sheer number of products lining the walls.

None of the vials and tins had a single speck of dust on them. The shelves themselves were immaculate, telling him that the stock moved regularly. Even the way everything was arranged made perfect sense. The largest section was marked for general healing. Potions lined the circular display, ranging in strengths for a simple bramble cut to closing surgical wounds. Tinctures sat on the top rack, sold only in one strength to be diluted by the purchaser at will.

There were dedicated sections for burns—either made by exposure to the sun, contact, or heat—along with others for common winter illnesses, prenatal care, sores and rashes, chronic pains, and even sleep aids. It was… an insane amount of stock, and when Kende inspected the prices, he received another shock. The most expensive items were the tinctures, and those only sold for a couple of silver. The weakest potions were a few coppers.

In other words, the alchemist was selling their wares for less than a cooked meal. They’d marked everything as if they should be common household items rather than a luxury. How had he never found this place before? It was far too established for it to have gone unnoticed two seasons ago when he’d last walked these streets. Bursting with questions, Kende did as he always did when he inspected a shop. He grabbed random items from the shelves and walked over to the woman behind the counter.

“Hello,” the woman said, smiling brightly at him.

Odd. She wasn’t a Healer. Her Craft labeled her as an Aquan. How could an Aquan make these potions? They needed to be charged by a Healer to work properly on a Craft Blessed. Kende didn’t understand, but maybe she was simply minding the shop. Either way, he examined her carefully. She seemed familiar to him, though from where was escaping him for the moment. There was also a wariness and deep concern in her blue eyes that he couldn’t place.

Was everything in here a sham? That would explain the insanely cheap prices and sudden appearance of the store.

“Hello, miss,” Kende replied, forcing a smile. He showed her his inspection permit, letting her take it when she reached out for it. Clearly, she was no naive woman to just glance at it and shrug. She slowly read the permit, seemingly understanding it easily. That could either attest to her schooling or how good of a grifter she was. “I’m here on inspection to ensure quality. Are you new to this location?”

The woman snorted a small laugh and shook her head, her wheat-colored hair spilling over her shoulders. She was dressed surprisingly well. Her clothes were of fine quality, even if they were simple and muted in color. How could she afford such nice fabrics? Surely she couldn’t raise enough money in a moonturn to pay rent, let alone splurge on quality frocks. When she handed him the permit back, he caught a whiff of a subtle floral perfume often used by ladies of the minor nobility. Curious.

“No. We just finally got a sign last moonturn,” she replied, giving a one-shoulder shrug.

Well, he would see if he’d be shutting the place down today. Kende uncorked the first potion and paused, surprised at the aroma that wafted from the small neck. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the blond Aquan grin, leaning against the counter and watching him. Potions usually didn’t smell. They were little more than water with a natural dye added, and the Healers did the rest with their Craft. This one was… different.

Kende pulled out his small book of testing strips and set them on the counter. He dipped one into the berry-red potion and was a little surprised to see that the strip had been dyed a light pink. The color changed a few heartbeats later, the deep green of a quality potion overtaking the pastel pink. Kende stared at it and turned to locate his secretary.

Siora Thelee had worked with him for the last decade, and she’d seen plenty of charlatans try to set up shop and avoid detection for as long as they could. Her scrunched nose told him that she was thinking what he was. This place seemed far too good to be true. And when things were too good to be true, they tended to not be real.

He handed her the potion, and she sniffed it curiously before she regarded the potion critically, swirling it. There was maybe a bit of detritus in the potion, but if there was, Kende couldn’t make it out. Leaving the questionable potion in Siora’s capable hands, Kende turned to the others. He dropped a few beads of the tincture on a different test strip and was once again baffled to see the deep green.

He started in on the salves, aware that he’d taken nearly one of everything in his quest of proving the shop a fraud. Every single one he tested gave him the same result. When he pressed the pad of his index finger to the one that claimed to lessen pain, he was startled to feel… well… not feel anything. His whole finger had gone numb. Kende didn’t need the test strip to know that this one was legitimate.

“Any questions, Lord Kende?” the woman all but purred.

“Do you make these?” Kende asked, bristling at her amusement.

“Nope. I just mind the shop. Better with people than my brewer is,” she said.

Interesting that she called the alchemist a brewer. Kende decided not to push it. Instead, he capped everything and cleared his throat.

“I’d like to see recipes of everything,” he told her. “While the test strips say these are good, I’d still like to make sure nothing harmful is in them.”

Her playful expression dropped immediately and became guarded. She stood to her full height, which was a half foot shorter than him, and folded her arms tightly across her chest.

“I can’t do that,” she said firmly. “My brewer is out getting ingredients today, and I won’t let someone look at his books without him present.”

“All right,” Kende conceded, knowing full well he wouldn’t be able to push her. She seemed the fiercely loyal type and stubborn as a mule. “Please call upon the Ruvyn manor once he’s returned. As much as I’d like to believe these truly are all effective….”

She scowled at him but nodded. Kende packed up his test strips and accepted the small basket Siora handed him. A minute later, he had all the products he’d used for testing piled up carefully inside. After a moment of hesitation, Kende slipped her a gold coin. While he usually only paid shelf price for what he used to test, he figured she could use the money.

The coin disappeared within a second, and she eyed him curiously. She gave a stiff curtsy, and Kende bowed to her. As he and Siora began to leave, a hooded figure stepped into the shop, dripping wet. Without complaint, the man backed out and held the door open for Siora. She just smiled and opened the umbrella. Kende gave the person his thanks and stepped out onto the street.

“You called?” the person asked as they entered the store.

“Thanks so much for coming. I’m concerned—”

Their conversation was cut off a moment later with the door snicking shut. Kende turned and stared up at the façade, where a brand-new sign had been installed. It was much cleaner and brighter than the rest of the stone structure. There was a second floor. Perhaps she and the brewer slept above to reduce their costs? But why did the potion smell so sweet? He’d have to get Gojko’s opinion on the products.

Right now, he wasn’t sure if he should get Enchanted Waters shut down or not. Surely the test strips hadn’t failed him. Was there something in their products that tricked it? That wouldn’t explain the numbing of his hand, though. He still couldn’t feel his finger. Well, he supposed he wouldn’t be writing much for the rest of the day. Kende rubbed his hands over his face as he turned and began walking.

Another week of visiting apothecaries in this district, and then he’d be done. He could take a couple of weeks or even a moonturn off before plotting his course through another district, this time on the opposite side of Alenzon. Closer to the gentry and elite society. He’d have Siora go out first with the Craft vehicle or have Toemi take her. That way she could verify each apothecary in the district and mark down new ones or update their existing list.

It was menial work, but it kept the citizens safe. Even if his father didn’t see the point in it. Hell, his father had grumbled at him that if the common folk were stupid enough to purchase a hoax, they deserved to lose their money. Kende very heartily disagreed. Perhaps it was his Healer nature. Perhaps he just had a gentle heart. He would never know.

As Kende walked, thinking about his next route he’d take tomorrow, grateful that he was finished for the day, he was dimly aware of his hair and shoulders getting soaked. Someone was calling him. Two someones. One lay in front of him and another behind. But wait…. Was the one in front of him real? There wasn’t anyone in front of him.

“Kende?” Siora called, breaking him from his stupor.

A shudder ripped through him, and he belatedly realized he’d walked several blocks toward the seedier parts of Alenzon. Siora trotted up to him, the basket from Enchanted Waters swinging in her hand. She quickly covered him with the umbrella, her breath coming in quick gasps.

“Siora,” Kende replied, blinking a few times, “is everything okay?”

“You tell me!” she snapped. “You just started walking off, and when I tried to stop you, you started running!”

Kende looked around again, this time more carefully. He could see cloaked figures in dark alleyways. Some had their cloaks over their shoulders, yet their faces were concealed, showing off parts of their bodies. Oh dear. If his father knew he’d been in a disreputable part of the city, the duke would suffer from apoplexy.

Even as he looked around, Kende watched a man strolling down the street with an umbrella pause in front of one of the sex workers. He caught the glint of a coin, and the man disappeared into the alley with her. The sight made his stomach churn. Despite all he did, all the programs he tried to sponsor, he still was unable to get everyone in homes with enough food that they didn’t have to return to the streets.

“We need to leave,” Siora said urgently.

“Wait,” Kende snapped.

He didn’t mean to. The idea of leaving right now left him cold with terror. Why? What was wrong here? It didn’t seem like there was anything truly wrong, once one disregarded those who had to turn to sex work to feed themselves. Or the homeless curled up in the porticos of closed shops, dozing fitfully in threadbare clothing. Was it the blood that was being washed away by the rain?

But that wouldn’t make him want to stay. Something here was calling to him. Kende turned in a circle once more, trying to see if he could get at least a direction. Without thinking about it, he started to walk. This time, Siora kept pace with him, though she had a dark look on her face, glowering at anyone who dared look at them for too long.

They were in danger here. None of these people cared that he was Duke Ruvyn’s son. All they saw was a posh man and woman who clearly had money—money that they could use to feed themselves or purchase drugs. Maybe find somewhere warm to sleep for the night that was able to provide hot water for a bath. Neither of them had elemental Crafts. Siora was a Seer, but she wouldn’t be able to divine who was a threat just by looking at them.

Kende stretched out his long legs, walking as fast as he dared without leaving Siora behind. He could feel the eyes of the destitute and the starved on him. Men and women both bared their bodies to him, trying to lure in the fancy man. Maybe he should have been concerned at the sheer number of people who seemed to inhabit this neighborhood, but Kende could barely think about anything that wasn’t the voice calling him.

It wasn’t a voice, really. An urge. A tug. Kende’s breath caught. After thirty years, he’d halfway given up on finding his Fated. But now his soul was telling him it was time. Time to claim the man who was the other half of his soul. He fought back the urge to break into a run, well aware he couldn’t leave Siora behind, as much as he wanted to. Something was telling him that he couldn’t dawdle.

“Kende!” Siora gasped out, half trotting beside him to catch up. “Please slow down.”

“I can’t,” Kende replied, his voice rough, “I can’t slow down. He’s in trouble, I think.”

“Who?” Siora exclaimed.

“I don’t know. I just… I have to go to him,” Kende said.

He glanced at his assistant. She seemed to process what he said, and her face split into a brilliant grin.

“Your Fated is nearby?” she asked. Siora gave a small, surprised huff. “I’ll stop complaining.”

Kende knew Siora was one of the few who were eager for him to find his Fated. Siora’s husband lived at Ruvyn manor with her, she having been one of the lucky few who found her Fated when she was young. Surprisingly, they didn’t have any children, though Kende had never asked why. It seemed insensitive to ask, and he’d not even been out of his teens when she came into his life.

Finally, the compulsion ebbed and Kende stilled in front of an abandoned temple. He stared up at it, taking in the crumbling stone, broken stained glass windows, and overgrown window boxes. He briefly wondered how long it had sat dilapidated and neglected. Years, given how much moss was sprouting from the brick. Kende looked down and hastily took a step back. There was a smear of blood-darkened mud leading from the street into the temple.

The next thing he noticed was that no one else was around. All the sex workers and thieves had fallen back at some point. No homeless slept in the portico, trying to stay dry. Frowning, Kende walked up the few steps to the temple door that had been knocked off one hinge. The remaining one squealed in protest as he pushed inward. Most of the ceiling hadn’t caved in yet, leaving the foyer, washrooms, and worship hall completely dry.

Anything of value had long since been either taken with the priests or stolen. There was nothing in the foyer except for damp stone, a musty smell, and faint rustling. Detritus in the form of fallen leaves and discarded paper swirled along the stone floor in small whirlpools. The near stillness of the place made him uneasy.

Why weren’t the vagrants using Ilyphari’s temple to sleep in? Surely this would be an easy place to curl up in, and it was spacious enough it could hold quite a number of people. Was it because this was once a place of worship? He’d figured since no one was using it, the temple would become fair game. Kende glanced behind him as Siora shook the umbrella free of the rain and collapsed it.

“Why is no one in here?” Siora asked.

“I was wondering that myself,” Kende replied.

Maybe he should try to get another fundraiser going. During his walk here, he hadn’t seen any other temples. Perhaps he could raise enough money to turn this place into a hostel with temple aspects. Make it somewhere safe for those who didn’t have somewhere to stay to sleep. Kende wasn’t sure if he would be able to stir the nobility to sympathy, though he knew full well some of his siblings would chip in.

There were never enough hours in the day for him to do everything he wanted. Get those vulnerable off the streets, make sure they were healthy, fed…. It seemed Alenzon itself fought against him whenever he tried suggesting helping those who had no dignity or decency whatsoever. Just the argument made him bristle, but Kende was only the youngest child of Duke Ruvyn. He really didn’t have much power or influence.

Maybe he could get his cousin to help.

That was a thought.

He heard movement in the worship hall. The voice calling to him went silent, and Kende’s heart crashed against his ribs. Throwing caution to the wind, Kende ran to the open doorway. Due to the heavy rainfall, advanced hour, and dark gray stone, it took Kende’s eyes a minute to adjust. Even though his body urged him forward, to run as fast as he could, he pushed the compulsion down. It wouldn’t do any good to fall and hurt himself. Sure, he could just heal his injuries, but that wasn’t entirely the point.

As his vision slowly adjusted, Kende saw a large statue of the goddess Ilyphari. She was kneeling, her head tilted down as if in supplication, her hands cupped together in her lap. Huh. This wasn’t exactly a denomination he was familiar with. Most temples had Ilyphari standing tall with her hands outstretched to the sky, head tilted back as kids did during their Awakening. Some had her posed as a mother, hands cupping her swollen belly in imagery of her being the mother of every living person on the planet.

But cowed? A shiver ran down Kende’s spine, and he slowly approached the dais. The ceiling nearby had given in, rain pelting the unprotected floor just inches away from the prone figure. Something snapped in his chest when he saw the heap of fabric, and Kende knew without question that this was his Fated. He… he couldn’t be too late. The song was gone, but surely it was because of his proximity. Right?

Surely the goddess wouldn’t be so cruel as to lead him to his Fated, only to reach him seconds too late. Trembling, Kende dropped to his knees next to the man. His cloak was still wet, so he hadn’t been out of the rain for too long. Kende pushed back the hood, pressing two fingers to his Fated’s neck, seeking a heartbeat. Behind him, Siora inhaled sharply.

“Get away from it,” she said, her voice shaking.

Blinking once, Kende shook his head, relaxing slightly when he felt the weak, thready pulse beneath his fingers. That wasn’t a great sign, but far better than no heartbeat at all. He ever so gently rolled his Fated onto his back, pressing his hand to the man’s chest to dive into him. Even as he felt his Craft drain from his reservoir, Kende’s mind stayed exactly where it was.

Frowning, Kende pushed harder, succeeding in nearly draining his reservoir completely. That in itself was a major feat. Being unable to dive into another adult to learn what was wrong and needed to be healed only meant that his patient was too close to death to save. He’d failed. What good was it to have such a large reservoir and well to draw upon when he couldn’t even save his Fated?

“Kende,” Siora shouted.

He felt her hand clamp around his arm, and she tugged fiercely. Startled, Kende blinked a few times to look up at her, trying to clear his mind.

“What?” he said, frowning. “Can’t you give me some peace? I can’t… I can’t heal him.”

“Of course you can’t heal it!” Siora spat. “It’s a fucking Void!”

Kende’s head snapped up, and he turned to look at her. He pulled his arm away and cupped his Fated’s chilled face. What he’d thought was a Craft Mark was just a smear of blood and dirt. His face was marred with large bruises and old scars. There was a huge cut on his temple, and his lip had been bisected. Even with all the energy he’d poured into his Fated, his wounds showed no sign of improvement.

During all of his time in school, he’d never learned about how to treat Voids. His instructors had assured him that Voids were rare enough that a casual Healer such as he would never encounter one. Why would there be a Void for him to take care of in his family? Gojko had been a family doctor for many years before entering into private practice when Duke Ruvyn employed him. That settled it.

He needed to get his Fated home. Preferably before he died. Since his Fated wasn’t reacting to his healing Craft, he decided to do a cursory examination as if he was a preteen. Craft healing didn’t work until a child’s Awakening, so Kende had learned how to check for broken bones to help take care of his young cousins and niblings. Nothing shifted that wasn’t supposed to, which meant he was likely stable enough to move.

“Kende! You need to get away from it,” Siora implored.

Kende gathered his Fated into his arms, gently lifting him as he got to his feet. The man winced and groaned, his eyes fluttering open for just a second as he squirmed ever so slightly. Maybe he was putting pressure on a wound that was causing him pain.

“I’m sorry. Just bear with me for a minute. We’ll get you patched up,” Kende murmured to him.

“You can’t be bringing it with us!” Siora said, aghast.

He looked at his assistant with a scowl. Her face was pale, she was holding on to the umbrella so hard her knuckles were white, and her hands were shaking. Kende glowered at her, curling his Fated closer to his chest. Hopefully his warmth would help stimulate his Fated’s body and keep him breathing.

“He’s my Fated. Of course I’m bringing him back to the manor. He needs help, and Gojko is more experienced than I,” Kende said.

It hurt to admit his failings, but he wouldn’t risk his Fated’s health based on senseless pride. Kende started to walk past her, but Siora stepped in his path, blocking the way to the front door.

“Voids don’t get Fated. They’re not blessed for a reason, Kende. That’s why their Awakening fails. The goddess doesn’t want them,” Siora pleaded with him. “Whatever bond you’re feeling with it is false. That’s probably why it’s in here. It must have defiled this temple with some sort of… sort of Void trickery to lure someone in.”

Kende frowned. “I’m taking him back to the manor, Siora. That’s final.”

“It’s a criminal!” Siora snapped.

“He’s the victim here!” Kende shouted, finally losing his patience.

“Self-defense!” she shouted back.

His Fated stirred weakly in his arms again, one hand coming up to slap ineffectively against Kende’s chest. The man’s breathing stuttered, and Kende shook his head. They were wasting precious time.

“If that’s how you feel, Siora, you can find yourself another position without a reference,” Kende said stonily.

Her lips thinned as she glared at the Void in his arms for a minute. She huffed, throwing her shoulders back and holding her head high as she marched toward the entrance. Taking her silence for assent, Kende followed her from the abandoned temple. Either that, or she’d just walk off. It seemed she was willing to deal with the Void for now. The umbrella snapped open, and she waited impatiently for Kende to step underneath the waxed canvas.

They started to backtrack toward Enchanted Waters, where their Craft vehicle was parked. Kende worried they wouldn’t make it. They’d walked for so long, surely they wouldn’t make it back in time. Siora looked up at the street signs once they got to an intersection. She frowned and glanced over her shoulder at Kende.

“We’re only a block or so from Enchanted Waters,” she said.

Curious. Kende shrugged and nodded in the direction of their vehicle. They were moving quickly, Kende utilizing his full stride, making Siora have to trot to keep up. He still wasn’t pleased with her, spouting hateful vitriol over someone she didn’t even know. The goddess paired her children up deliberately. She wouldn’t have bound a criminal to him.

Would she?

He really didn’t want to try and redeem a thief or murderer. Nor would he want to expose his family to such a character either. Kende doubted his Fated was in any sort of trouble with the law. Hopefully it wasn’t just wishful thinking. By the time they reached the carriage, his Fated was shivering uncontrollably. Kende climbed in first, carefully protecting his Fated’s head so as to not whack it against the iron struts.

He sat down on the bench, placing his Fated sideways on his lap, and cast about to locate the towels they’d stocked in the cab. He bundled up his Fated as well as he could while Siora got in and sat behind the steering stick. Kende shifted slightly, wrapping his heavy great cloak around his Fated, trying to trap all his body heat. How long had he been lying on the cold stone, slowly chilling him to the core?

Siora wrapped her long fingers around the steering stick and breathed out slowly, invoking her Craft. Between one breath and the next, Kende felt the combustion engine roar to life. She carefully maneuvered the vehicle into the road, slipping past both horse-drawn and Craft-powered vehicles. His Fated’s uncontrollable shivering tapered off, and Kende looked down at him.

The man was looking up at him, his pale blue eyes glazed over and unfocused.

“Hey,” Kende murmured ever so gently, reaching down to cup his face. “You’re gonna be okay.”

For a moment, Kende thought that his Fated was rolling his eyes at him. Until his eyes slid shut completely and his body went limp.

“Siora,” Kende said urgently.

“Almost there,” she intoned.

Indeed, they were already driving up the drive to his manor. She parked as close to the portico as she could and opened the door for him. The front door opened and his steward, Birgir, stepped out onto the front step, arms folded behind his back. Great. Just exactly who Kende had wanted to avoid. The man was an insufferable gossip and usually reported everything of note back to the duke. If Birgir realized what his Fated was, then Kende knew his father would be here within the hour to throw him back out onto the street.

That wasn’t going to happen. Siora preceded Kende out of the carriage and popped open the umbrella once again. Kende tugged his Fated’s hood back over his head to help disguise him. Curling his Fated into his chest to hide him completely, Kende carefully carried his soul’s twin out of the carriage and up the front steps. Birgir’s eyes widened, and the Gale rushed toward him.

“My lord—” he started.

“Not your business, Birgir,” Kende said flatly.

“This isn’t a charity house, my lord!” Birgir snapped at him.

“It is for this one,” Kende replied shortly.

He briefly wondered if his father would be visiting him soon or if the staff would find any and all excuses to come by his chambers tonight. Kende slipped past his steward, pointedly ignoring the hefty man’s glare as he stepped into the manor. He ignored the surprised glances from the maids as well, Birgir’s indignant demands for answers bouncing off the foyer’s wood-paneled walls.

Maybe he should have told Siora not to tell him anything. Too late now. If she told Birgir that the unconscious man was his Fated, he’d be beating his curious and congratulatory siblings, aunts, uncles, and cousins away with a stick. If she told Birgir that his Fated was a Void… well. He knew his assistant’s feelings on that matter. He wasn’t sure how much of his family had the same sentiments.

To the right was his family’s extensive library that nearly ran the whole length of the manor. One of the left doors led to his personal study. The dining hall and ballroom were along the back, with a cozy kitchen tucked in the corner. Stairs wrapped up to the ballroom doors, the balcony giving him a clear view of the entrance hall.

Kende took the stairs two at a time, heading toward his bedchambers. One of the chambermaids squeaked as he approached, quickly retreating inside his room and holding the door open for him. Once he passed over the threshold, she ran around the sleeping area and started lighting all the Ignis wall lamps.

“If Siora hasn’t gone to get Gojko, please fetch him,” Kende said.

She curtsied and ran out, quietly shutting the door behind her. Kende laid his Fated on his large bed, brushing his hood back again. He shrugged off his great cloak and tossed it to the other side of the bed, not caring how it fell or how long it might take to iron out the creases. His Fated’s cloak was in much worse shape, nearly deteriorating as he unclasped it from his shoulders.

A low moan escaped his Fated as Kende slid his arm underneath his shoulders and lifted him. He braced the man to his chest, wiggled the cloak free, and dropped it to the floor. The cloak must have offered some protection against the attack. Some of the long gashes in the fabric didn’t have corresponding wounds. His Fated’s tunic was made of durable material, in good repair, and splattered with various colors along the stomach and hem. There were a few spots of rust-colored blood. Nowhere near enough to justify him being unconscious.

His Fated clearly had a job. He’d been lucky to find someone who didn’t care about some trumped-up fearmongering and hired him. While he wasn’t well-versed in every single law of Averia, he was fairly certain that it wasn’t illegal to employ a Void. It just came down to the individual viewpoints of the employers and fellow employees. Kende had never thought about it too much before, but was that why his attempts at fundraising for the homeless kept failing? How many Voids were on the streets?

He thought back to the sex workers he saw in the alleys. How almost every one of them had their hoods up. Kende had figured it was because of the rain. Was it more than just trying to stay dry? He couldn’t be the only member of the gentry who actually cared, could he?

Kende very gently wiggled the tunic off his Fated’s body, not wanting to cut it in any fashion. He could summon one of the girls and have them clean it thoroughly. That way, when his Fated woke, he’d have something comfortable and clean to wear. He folded it loosely and set it on the nightstand, frowning at the intense bruising on his chest and stomach. There were a few spots where the skin had split and bled.

He glanced up at his Fated’s face, checking to see if he’d roused again. The man hadn’t moved from where Kende had gently laid him back down.

“I have to see the extent of your injuries,” Kende told his sleeping Fated. “I promise you, you’re completely safe with us.”

He didn’t get a response, as he expected. Nodding, Kende undid the drawstring to his Fated’s parachute pants just as his door opened. He hastily let go and turned around. He’d protect the man’s modesty from as many people as he could. Gojko bustled in and frowned, blinking owlishly behind his spectacles at seeing the sight before him.

“When Siora said you needed my help….” He trailed off.

“Close the door,” Kende replied, glancing past him.

Sure enough, there were a few maids lingering, getting on their toes to try and peek into the room. Kende moved to block their view of his Fated’s bare forehead. Siora slipped into the room and bumped the door shut with her hip. She still had a disapproving frown on her face, folding her arms across her chest.

“My Fated,” Kende said in the way of greeting, “but…. Well, I wasn’t trained to heal him.”

Gojko’s brows drew together, and he stepped up beside Kende. His breath caught in his throat, and he glanced at Kende before bending over the prone Void, his fingers dotting across each dark purple-and-black bruise marring his chest.

“You weren’t trained to heal a Void?” Gojko inquired. Without waiting for a reply, he looked over his shoulder. “Siora. Warm water and a cloth. He’s dirty.”

Kende sighed. “My professors basically said that between my rank and having you, there was no need for me to know how to heal a Void, since I wouldn’t ever encounter one.”

Gojko snorted and muttered a string of curses under his breath. He sighed and glanced up at Kende.

“Remove his pants and shoes, please,” Gojko said.

Confused, Kende nodded and walked around his physician and carefully slid his Fated’s trousers down. He didn’t want to reopen any half-healed wounds by being rough for no real reason. The man’s shoes were a curious pattern he hadn’t seen before. The upper part of the shoe seemed designed to be easily removed from the sole. For repairs or replacement, he figured. That would help keep footwear costs low.

From his novice estimation, the soles were worn, though nowhere near needing replacing. There was still plenty of tread left. Why was his cloak so threadbare, yet the rest of his clothing was sturdy and obviously well kept? Which was the ruse, the heavy work clothes or the disintegrating cloak? Did it really matter right now?

No. Not really. All that mattered right now was getting him back to full health. Which, speaking of, Kende examined his Fated’s legs, wincing. There was a map of heavy bruising here as well, though it seemed localized to his hips and thighs. Who could do this to someone? Gojko grunted, and Kende wrenched his eyes away from the awful bruises to look at what his fellow Healer found.

The man was holding his Fated’s wrist and had lifted his arm for easier inspection. Right in the crook of his elbow was a puncture wound with blood crusted around the site. Kende’s stomach fell.

“So, he’s a Tratane user,” Siora sneered from behind him.

“No,” Gojko said. “Kende, opinion.”

Kende glanced over everything. The bruising, the wounds on his face. How cold he was, sluggish…. Tratane was an upper. He wouldn’t be unconscious after injecting himself with a dose.

“They….” Kende trailed off, hesitating briefly. “Did they take his blood?”

Gojko nodded, gently pressing at the site. That got him an agonized whimper from his Fated. The sound tugged at Kende’s heart, and he scurried up to the man’s head, cupped his jaw, and ran his thumbs over his cheekbones.

“It’ll be okay,” he murmured. “We just need to figure out how to help you.”

“You can help by washing him,” Gojko drawled, a smirk playing on his lips.

Kende stood and turned, taking the bowl from Siora. Her face was pale, staring at the sheer damage done to his Fated.

“Still think he’s the criminal here?” Kende asked acerbically.

“No,” Siora whispered.

“Explain,” Gojko snapped.

“Voids are the absence of the goddess’s light,” Siora said, though there was a slight waver to her words. “They’re natural-born criminals….”

“I think my daughter would disagree with you,” Gojko growled.

That was news to Kende. He stared at his physician, startled at this revelation. Gojko had a Void daughter? He knew about the girl he had who was also a Healer. As far as he could remember, she left Averia completely and was employed somewhere in their eastern bordering kingdom, Zothua.

“But—” Siora started.

“If you continue in that ridiculous vein, you can leave,” Gojko told her.

Since the door didn’t open, Kende assumed she was staying. He wet the cloth and gently dabbed at the muck on his Fated’s face. The water dirtied at an alarming rate, nearly black with grime by the time just his face was cleaned. Siora must have anticipated this, as she quietly placed another bowl of water on the nightstand. She gently gathered his Fated’s clothes and cracked the door open to instruct the loitering chambermaids to take care of them.

“So how do you heal a Void?” Kende asked softly. “I poured so much energy into him, but I still couldn’t dive into him for a diagnosis and prompt his body to heal.”

“You can’t,” Gojko said simply, tending to the wounds on his Fated’s face. “For all intents and purposes, you have to treat Voids as if they never had their Awakening.”

“Kids don’t take your energy, though,” Kende said, frowning.

“No. You can drain your reservoir and well down to your soul and still not affect their bodies as if they were Craft Blessed,” Gojko explained. “Your Fated will always have to use mundane ways to heal.”

Kende thought back to Enchanted Waters, where they sold an expansive range of mundane products. Was the apothecary popular with Void clientele? It was possible, considering how close they were to the seedier neighborhood of Alenzon. Maybe that’s why everything was so cheap.

“So, we can’t get him to full health tonight,” Kende said softly.

“No. I don’t think his life is in danger, despite his heart acting as if he’s in the middle of a race,” Gojko said. “Where did you find him?”

“An abandoned temple,” Kende replied, shrugging awkwardly as he washed his Fated’s chest. “I heard him calling for me.”

“Curious,” Gojko murmured, slowly finishing his examination. “Maybe he was accosted by some zealots who believe that Voids are essentially evil incarnate.”

“But why take his blood?” Kende asked.

“Maybe some sort of messed-up ritual,” Gojko said, shrugging. “Maybe they were just trying to make sure he would die.”

Kende sighed, setting the bowl of grimy water aside and sitting on the edge of his bed. He reached out, brushing the long black hair away from the man’s face. His Fated’s head tilted toward his touch, a soft sigh passing from his lips. Gojko watched the exchange, his head cocked.

“Interesting,” he murmured. “I’ve never heard of a Void having a Fated. I think I’m going to have to delve into the archives at the academy. See if there’s any mentions. Do you know his name? That way you can tell his family he’s safe.”

Kende shook his head, his cheeks flushing. “No. He’s barely been able to even open his eyes. He’s got a job somewhere, based on the clothes he had on. I just hope he doesn’t lose it solely for having the misfortune of being attacked.”

Gojko nodded, looking a little forlorn. He smirked and caught Kende’s eye. “Well, then you could move him in and pamper him to death.”

“I have faith in your abilities as a Healer to help me keep my Fated hearty and hale,” Kende teased.

Siora returned to his side and handed him a pair of soft pajamas. Kende quickly got to his feet and dressed his Fated, finally tucking him under the covers. The man would sleep here, and Kende would take the couch across the room. It was more than comfortable enough, so Kende had absolutely no qualms about sleeping on it. Gojko finally declared himself content after using an antibacterial salve on his Fated’s open wounds and applying a sickeningly sweet ointment to his bruises.

He hoped that his Fated woke soon. Then they could sit in the lounge area of his bedchamber and learn all about each other. What his Fated’s dreams were, where he worked, what his favorite food was, if he liked to read…. He wanted to know absolutely everything he could learn about his heart’s twin. Kende cupped his face and pressed their foreheads together, careful of his Fated’s wound, willing him to heal quickly.

He wasn’t sure what he’d do if the man destined to be his rejected him outright.


Chapter 2

 

 

WARM.

He was warm. He hadn’t thought he would be again after being chased over half of the abandoned district of Alenzon and then thrown down on the frigid church floor. He could still see the men hovering above him, feel their hands on his shoulders and ankles, holding him down. Hear their laughing taunts. The sharp prick of the giant needle they’d shoved into his arm. Then sweet oblivion.

He must be dead, right? They’d intended to exsanguinate him for some reason he wasn’t privy to know or understand. Asyl flexed his fingers and toes, relieved to feel all of them responsive. He needed them to be able to work. His fingers at least. Toes were debatable. It was quiet, dark, and comfortable. He was able to open his eyes just slightly to see a soft glow come from the direction of the foot of the bed, but not much else.

Not dead, then. Someone’s home. Maybe a church or hostel? Asyl didn’t know. He probably should care, but he couldn’t get the energy to summon even a spark of fear. Exhaustion pulled at him, and Asyl curled up on his side, falling back into the darkness.

There was a heated discussion going on around him the next time Asyl surfaced. Not exactly a fight per se, but voices were raised, tense. It sounded like the argument was between a man and a woman. It was brighter this time. He was so damn tired. His arms and legs were heavy and slow to respond. Even his eyelids didn’t want to cooperate. Why was he so much more exhausted this time than before? Was he being drugged?
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