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      This one is for Merkaba. The sweetest, kindest, most loving pup we’ve ever met.
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            Chapter One

          

          Lithral

        

      

    

    
      They twirled around the ancient, looming trees, the branches bending as the light wind wove between them, swaying to the side to give them safe passage. Claws, each one larger than Lithral’s hand, were wrapped around her shoulders, their slick tips overlapping beneath her armpits. The grip was soft, caring, and one she knew she could trust.

      Just like she knew the branches would never touch them as they glided through the air, slowly descending from the sunlit skies with each bat of the hawk’s massive, dark green wings.

      Wild laughter spilled from Lithral’s lips as the animal did a little loop for her, the colorful birds of the forest chirping their replies in an array of harmonious voices, some of them even coming to fly beside them as their course became steady once more. Lithral looked at those fragile wings, some of them so translucent that she could see the golden veins lying beneath—to her, it seemed as if they were creating a whole continent of paths and endless possibilities, written inside the small creatures.

      She would have her wings someday.

      And she would be able to take to the skies with Makan flying by her side, not above her, clutching her petite shoulders in his powerful grip.

      They swooped lower before Makan used the concealed strength of his feathers to bring them past the treetops once more. Wind brushed against his primaries, and the hawk pressed against the current as he dipped gently to the side, riding it with grace and ease.

      Ensconced in his shadow, Lithral memorized the movement, then turned her gaze from the sharp lines of the hawk’s beak and widespread wings to the woods below. The small settlement that had become home three moon cycles ago was barely visible through the protective greens of the forest. But her eyes were keen, and she had spent enough time with Makan in the air to pick up the telltale signs.

      She could hear the soft hum of her people below, feel the life weaving through them connected with the surrounding nature, as was her own.

      The hawk never veered far from the settlement, wherever within the forest it might have been at the time of their flight, yet Lithral knew she could find it.

      Regardless of the distance, she could find it.

      Every plant, every tree, rock, and creek carried markers that would eventually lead her home.

      She turned her head to the side and squinted into the distance. The crowns of trees created a sea of green, stretching so far out its edges blurred as they touched the light blue horizon. Touched the boundary of her world.

      Not for the first time, the stories her mother had told her flared to life in her mind. Tales of lands that were bare and exposed to the sun, or bathed in caps of white cold. Lithral longed to see them, to soar high above them with Makan, tasting those foreign winds. But her mother had also warned that there were places of darkness, cut into the beauty like torrents after a storm.

      Lithral shivered at the image, and the hawk instinctively tightened his grip around her shoulders.

      She wouldn’t be scared with him. Couldn’t.

      Her gaze skimmed the horizon again, and she let go of her visions as Makan angled his wings. He danced with the branches, the sunlight becoming muted, but not any less beautiful as the treetops interlocked above them once more, even as they created a gently weaving pathway beneath, accommodating their course.

      The greens of the surrounding forest were vivid, mixed in with the pink of the flowers and the mesmerizing indigo shade of the bushes that clustered around the tree trunks like a rustling blanket. Lithral, dazed by the rainbow of colors that opened up before her as the hawk descended, sang her happy laugh and swung her feet through the air.

      As much as she loved flying, this was the part that was always the most fun.

      At first, the hawk had protested, refusing to listen to her wishes. But as time progressed and the pair had spent day after day together, roaming between the treetops—and sometimes even higher in the sky—Makan gave in to her desires.

      Lithral’s legs swung again, only this time, the motion was a controlled, thought-out reaction. The hawk followed the silent request, bringing them lower until her legs nearly touched the ground. Though Lithral was fairly confident she could pull the stunt off even at a greater speed, Makan always slowed down and continued to glide through the clearing, giving her ample opportunity to align her steps one final time.

      His claws opened gently, gradually releasing their hold on Lithral’s shoulders. She took a deep breath, feeling the proximity of the earth. Her legs connected with the ground, and she ran, continuing with the motions she had been making when there had still been nothing beneath her feet but the lows of the sky.

      She had already gained her footing—never quite lost it, truthfully—but she kept on going even as a cheerful cheep sounded above her head. Her pale blonde, almost white, hair flowed behind her in gentle currents, the breeze drawing caresses upon her cheeks. Once her pace became constant, she skimmed the skies with her gaze and waved to Makan as the hawk kept climbing higher and higher.

      Ahead, a leafy bush with flowers of a deep blue color, the petals as large as one of her palms, blocked her path, but Lithral didn’t slow down. She jumped forward, the small, delicate branches parting as she soared straight through them before they closed behind her once again.

      Another laugh escaped her lips, only this time, it was met by another.

      She looked towards the stream, finding that delicate triangular face she knew would always be there, waiting for her. She broke into a sprint and threw herself into her mother’s arms.

      Silvery-white eyes looked down upon her, Evanthal’s small, plump lips curved into a smile.

      “Hello, little bird.”

      “Not little,” Lithral murmured into her mother’s stomach, burying her head in the warm embrace.

      “Hmm.” Evanthal sighed, running her fingers through Lithral’s hair, the touch as gentle as the rays of the sun. “How about my Stormbird?”

      Lithral looked up, eyes wide with excitement.

      “Stormbird!” she half exclaimed, half whispered, all the while her grin only growing larger. “Lithral Stormbird.”

      “Yes.” Her mother smiled back before she reached down and placed a kiss on the top of her head. “Come, love, we must go.”

      Evanthal led her by the hand, the long white dress hugging her delicate form now billowing behind her and brushing against Lithral whenever her steps brought her too close.

      Pursing her lips, Lithral willed a wisp of wind to form and pushed the disobedient strip of fabric away.

      “You’re growing stronger.” Evanthal smiled as she observed the current still holding her dress in place.

      She gave Lithral’s hand a light squeeze. “The forest sustains you well. And when you are fully grown, my love, your wings will come.”

      There was a silent sadness in those words that tightened Lithral’s chest. She didn’t know why, but she did remember the beautiful stories her mother had told her so many times as they lay together under the night sky. Remembered how vividly Evanthal has spoken of the lightweight wings on which she had once touched the skies.

      It had been a long time ago. In an age set so far in history that many had forgotten it existed at all.

      But not her people.

      Not her mother, who still looked upon wings of birds with that same kind of sadness that lingered in her voice moments before.

      Lithral snuggled closer, wishing her love had the strength to erase the pain.

      Once, she had asked how the stories continued, why her mother had always spoken of them with a hidden fire, filled with regret and loss. The answers never came. And she did not seek them again.

      However, that did not stop her from dreaming. Evanthal’s memories may have become bedtime tales, but they were ones that filled Lithral’s mind with hope of what could someday be hers.

      Silently, she followed her mother into the clearing, its ground thick with bright, sunlit green grass that brushed against her feet with its soft blades. Lithral greeted the people she met, males and females, some as young as her mother, some wrinkled with age that had slowly accumulated during the centuries—during the times, long before Lithral’s birth, when their powers had begun to wane. It was then that they had made their home in the forest, endlessly wandering its grounds and building new settlements whenever the need for it arose.

      After three moon cycles, the clearing had become as much their home as all the places before. The people were going about their business, a few resting and regaining their strength, propped against massive brown trunks, while others sorted their gathered fruit, prepared meals, or carried wooden lumbers of fresh water from the creek.

      A fire was crackling on the edge, tucked between two bushes and a massive oak. Its flames reached for the sky, yet instead of touching the low, widespread branches of the greenery, they bowed before them in perfect, silent harmony. Animals huddled around the fire, enchanted by the brilliant, crystal orange color of the playful embers. A badger darted by, followed by the hoots of a golden owl as it soared ahead and out of sight.

      Lithral wished she could join them, observe the entrancing dance of warmth until nightfall lay upon the forest and the weight of her eyelids became too heavy for her to fight. But her stomach was rumbling, and the smell of freshly picked blueberries was stronger than her desire to lay down by the flames. She licked her lips.

      “Go.” Evanthal smiled at her, sensing her hunger. She tilted her head in the direction of the red-haired woman giving out the delicious berries and gave Lithral’s shoulder a little nudge. “Go.”

      With a laugh, Lithral rushed across the clearing and proceeded to cram as many of the small, round beads as her hands could hold while already chewing the ones she had stuffed in her mouth. She hadn’t eaten since early morning, just before she had spotted Makan, and as the flavor exploded on her tongue, it nearly made her regret she had spent so many hours flying instead of gorging herself on the delicacy. Nearly.

      Her lips tainted blue, Lithral thanked Dialla and stalked back across the grass. She spotted her mother’s nimble form, her long limbs that moved graciously as Evanthal walked towards one of the elder males. Lithral smiled.

      She might as well spend her time playing with the animals and learning their ways while her mother went about her business.

      Talking wasn’t something that interested Lithral too much. Not when there were so many conversations she didn’t understand… So many conversations that became hushed whenever she was nearby.

      Her eyes trailed the glimmering brown coat of a large wolf as it padded around the fire, testing the soil for a soft spot to lie down on. The thought of snuggling into its silky fur was inviting and brought a smile to her face. She popped five more blueberries in her mouth, then stopped mid-step as thunder roared within her. She froze, the rest of the fruit slipping between her fingers and scattering across the ground like wooden beads of those bracelets Dialla always made.

      She breathed heavily.

      Not again.

      Not again.

      The once tame fire flared wildly in front of her eyes before it snuffed out completely, not even a tendril of smoke remaining in the air where the orange heat had burned mere moments ago. Silence spread through the woods, strong and heavy, giving the impression of the very nature standing still.

      It was disturbed only by the heavy thud of booted feet that seemed to shake the ground with every step, and the hushed rustling of Lithral’s people as they hurried about without any goal, at least not one visible to her. But she could see their focused gazes, the tension in their muscles and straightness of their backs—like a cornered viper right before it struck.

      Above, Makan cheeped as more and more animals retreated from the clearing. Even the wolf, who had snapped to attention at Makan’s signal, scanned the surroundings with his piercing blue gaze one final time before blending into the shadows.

      The very greens of the forest became muted as clouds gathered overhead, a rogue wind catching strands of Lithral’s hair and tossing them over her shoulders. But she continued to stand in the same spot with blueberries scattered around her feet, quietly repeating her mother’s instructions on how and where to hide.

      Their settlement might have been different now, yet everything else was exactly the same.

      The silence.

      The sudden shift in all that was her home.

      And the footsteps.

      Nobody had told her what happened after those footsteps had approached.

      All Lithral remembered hearing from the safety of her hiding places, time and time again, were the savage sounds she’d rather have forgotten.

      Eventually, the screams had passed. And as the winds had calmed down and the chirping of birds had once again begun to weave through the air, her people had carried on with their lives, not uttering a single word about the events, as if they had never happened.

      But Lithral had seen the odd shadows in their eyes, the way their jaws sometimes clenched when they thought she wasn’t looking…

      She may have been a child, but she was observant. And her mother had taught her enough to sense when something was wrong.

      Just as it was now…

      Lithral remained still, her eyes scanning the faces that swept by her in a blur, searching for that gaze that was always filled with love and warmth, even when the rest of them weren’t.

      It wasn’t long before Eventhal’s delicate figure rushed towards her across the clearing and kneeled on the soft grass that coated the ground. Her fingers wrapped around Lithral’s hands like embers, but the firm pressure of her grip echoed the piercing calmness of Evanthal’s silver eyes.

      “You remember, yes? Hide, my Stormbird, and do not come out until you hear my voice calling you.”

      Sensing the urgency in her mother’s tone, Lithral nodded.

      Evanthal pulled her into a crushing embrace, sprinkling kisses atop Lithral’s head. “Run, my love. Now.”

      And she did.

      On her bare feet, she swept past the people, dashing towards the violet and pink bushes that rested by the sharp bend of the river. Their branches shifted, letting her pass. Without losing time, she dove into the stream, wading through the water until she reached the spot where a single, wide-spread plant grew, its deep blue leaves large and rounded, appearing to support the thousands of small flowers that hovered above should one of them tumble down.

      Lithral ducked beneath the surface of the stream, the current aiding her as she swam past the outstretched, floating leaves. She found her footing on a flat rock nestled next to the plant’s stem, then shot out of the stream, finding herself ensconced in the peculiar dome the plant formed.

      The water around her body was warm, the air that weaved through the thick, voluminous leaves scented with the full fragrance of the blossoms above. The gentle stirring of the stream offered her its caresses—a small kindness, as she could do nothing but stand there, clenching her fists.

      Waiting.

      Long seconds passed, then silence seemed to explode through the woods, creating a vacuum right before it all changed.

      And with her eyes closed, Lithral shivered, holding back her tears as the screams began…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Maer

        

      

    

    
      The third candle had almost burned down completely, and Maer was still hunched over the papers, quill in hand. He had already succeeded in compiling seven letters, the eighth slowly gaining form in front of his eyes. His wrist hurt from writing so much, but Maer didn’t quit.

      Not when he thought about everything he had learned, everything he had puzzled together in the long hours he had spent alone.

      Time was a luxury he didn’t have.

      He had been unable to erase the images of the dungeon from his mind, nor had he managed to block the chilling sensation that surged through him each time he recalled his father’s revelation, the power the king had built on.

      A part of him wished to clamp down on the daunting facts, turn them over and over until he found a solution—an explanation, at least. But his responsibilities as Crown Prince, his responsibilities to the people of Emberya, kept him from wading through that darkness. So as much as he wanted to brood over the newly gained information, there were other actions that demanded his attention. Immediately.

      Eventually, word of his father’s dealings would reach the other kingdoms, ruining Maer’s chance to establish far better trade with them than the meager connections they currently offered—but even more so, it would undoubtedly ruin the possibility of exchanging one of Emberya’s lesser ports for a stretch of fertile land resting quite near their border, land that may be crucial in improving the well-being of his people.

      The king hadn’t taken Maer’s last proposition well, but in the end, the man had backed down, seeing reason in Maer’s words.

      Or so Maer had thought.

      The initial hope he had felt when he gained his father’s blessing dwindled down to a small trickle. Maer refused to give up, but it was difficult not to take the king’s work personally when its very essence was so fundamentally different from his—damaging, actually.

      Maer had been exchanging letters with several lords these past months, some of them royalty from overseas, and had slowly begun building the delicate structure that just might turn into prosperous relations for every party involved. It was diplomacy of the purest kind, based on individual needs without unvoiced motivations hiding in the shadows.

      King Avvyr, on the other hand, seemed to have continued with his own plans of ensuring Emberya its rightful greatness. Plans that didn’t mix well with the ones Maer had laid out—even when the king had been the one to approve them.

      It seemed his father was reluctant to enter any kind of partnership that demanded a price from Emberya, whether fair or not.

      In a way, Maer could understand his father’s reservations.

      The king had played this game for decades, had more insight into ruling than Maer could dream of. But it was the contradictions that made him frown.

      Why support something when you knew you had no intention of letting the plans go through?

      Maer fumbled the quill between his fingers. It didn’t make sense.

      His father had never had the inclination to go gently on him during the meetings. If he didn’t like a proposition, he shut it down regardless of the person suggesting it. Why the man had decided on this double game was beyond Maer’s comprehension.

      But one thing was certain—the king wasn’t about to back down.

      And neither was Maer.

      The plan offered solutions for more than just one of the many problems Emberya was facing. He had to finish these letters and ship them off before whatever wheels his father had set in motion began squeaking so loudly that there wouldn’t be a single person on this continent oblivious to their rolling.

      The port was his highest priority.

      The Dukedom of Armquet, the land that rested right across The Eastern Sea, its shores level with Emberya’s, had wanted to gain a foothold on the continent for as long as the lessons in politics and foreign relations went. Armquet’s trade was rich, gathering products from every faraway place their ships sailed to, along with exporting their own goods—foods, spices, invaluable wines, silk, clothes…

      They were what every kingdom aspired to be in the given area—a merchant, skilled in obtaining and selling highly coveted items.

      However, Armquet’s reputation, for better or worse, preceded them. And the lands which bordered on the sea set up special, ridiculously high prices for the Dukedom’s ships to dock in their ports. Orlynam in particular, with whom Armquet made most of their deals.

      The entire continent knew the foreign merchants had enough riches to afford the steep costs, knew the Dukedom would have no choice but to pay if they wished to continue gaining goods from Lianthe—or pay an equally ridiculous price for the local ships to cross the sea, bringing the merchandise to them. Though the latter was a rare occurrence. Armquet’s sailors were exceptionally trained, knew the waters by heart, as well as the dangers they possessed, whereas Lianthe’s fleets left much to be desired—regardless from which land or kingdom the sailors came. They had only truly begun exploring the seas in the past century, and although they had plenty of woods to support shipbuilding, the investment wasn’t one that paid off with the lack of knowledge taken into account.

      Yet it was that precise flaw that played into Maer’s plans perfectly.

      Armquet’s wish to develop the largest trade was their strength, but it was also their weakness, and Maer intended to be the one to extend a helping hand.

      There was a port near Quenna, large enough to harbor the Dukedom’s vessels but still small enough to make the loss for Emberya nearly nonexistent. With their small fleet, the kingdom had no real use for it, save for the few fishermen who cast their nets in the gulf—barely pulling out enough fish to satisfy their own needs—and those rare boats that sailed along the shore, connecting the seaside towns. Armquet, on the other hand, would find the majority of its problems solved, should the port come into their hands.

      It was excellent motivation for them to comply with Maer’s request.

      The Duke was, by marriage, related to the Lord of Equanthal—the ruler of a lovely stretch of land that sat right on the edge of the Rocky Wastes, but was so very unlike the barren country, and reached towards Emberya’s south. The geographical location wasn’t quite as advantageous as Vanas’s proximity to Yvvla, but there were no mountains resting in between, either.

      The kingdom’s south was less developed than its north, especially when it came to administration, so there were a few obstacles to overcome. But it wasn’t anything Maer hadn’t already taken into account during the initial planning stages.

      The bottom line was that even a small piece of that land would make an immense difference for Emberya and its people.

      If the Duke of Armquet could use his influence to convince Equanthal into signing over the deeds for that stretch of fertile soil, Maer was more than willing to trade his kingdom’s port for it. After all, the exchange would only mark the beginning of a long partnership Maer fully intended to make the most of.

      He had no doubts the Duke had his way of achieving what he desired. With a foothold on the continent’s shores being such a craved goal for the man, Maer’s hopes for his proposal becoming reality ran high.

      Should things go smoothly, Emberya would be able to begin with their harvest come spring, summer at the latest, initiating the first phase of the wider development Maer had envisioned.

      However, none of it would come to pass if word of his father’s actions got out.

      Maer finished another letter, imprints of the words pressing through the paper as the images from the dungeon cell rolled through his mind once more. Although sinister enough in itself to stir a deep sense of unease within him, what he had seen had only confirmed his suspicions.

      His father didn’t trust him enough to leave even a part of Emberya’s future in Maer’s hands for as long as he still ruled. Though the king was being cautious after the battle of Vanas—after they had all lost so much and publicly made an enemy out of Elmath—he hadn’t entirely given up on using force to secure what he deemed necessary for the prosperity of his kingdom.

      Maer couldn’t blame Avvyr for his lack of trust.

      Although he had proven himself more than once, he was still a mere initiate in the matters of the throne.

      But he also couldn’t look the other way when the very essence of his father’s actions undermined the diplomacy he worked so hard for.

      The diplomacy in which he saw the true future.

      Leaning back in his chair, Maer let the ink settle and dry. He reached into the back pocket of his trousers as he waited, his fingers itching to wrap around the leather tube.

      He swore softly.

      It wasn’t there.

      Of course it wasn’t there.

      As occupied as he had been, he hadn’t noticed the feather’s disappearance until he had entered his bath chamber late at night and peeled off the many layers of clothing. Three days ago. The feather had been missing for three days, and still old habits forced him to reach for the delicate object, to feel the grounding sensation of its presence, reminding him of who he was. Of what he could achieve.

      Clenching and unclenching his fist, his fingers wrapped around a narrow slab of wax instead. He would have time to search for the feather once he finished with the business at hand.

      The wax melted as the flames from the low-burning candle licked at its surface, drops of deep green falling down onto the paper. Maer pressed the royal Snapdragon emblem into the warm circle, sealing the letter. Perhaps it would arrive in time.

      Perhaps they all would, and the work he had spent months poring over wouldn’t plummet to the depths.

      Not wishing to waste the time it took for a servant or page to appear, Maer he set out of his chambers. As he dashed down the torchlit hallway, he thought with a low laugh how unkingly it was of him to run around searching for the people who served him. But then again, he wasn’t king yet. And he would hardly ever be one if Emberya succumbed to its problems—which was a bitter thought on its own.

      Once again, he felt a low-burning anger in the pit of his stomach. He had put so much effort into reaching the exact same goal as his father, yet feared, at the same time, that the man’s methods might do more harm than good in the larger scheme of things.

      His brooding was cut off as voices snaked from around the corner. Maer’s steps hastened in response.

      “The councilor is already in the throne room,” a page said. “I will deliver the message once he’s done.”

      “So it’s true? They’re putting Liptar’s killer on trial?” another voice asked, possibly a servant, judging by the humble, respective tone, common for those of the lowest rank in the household.

      Maer’s brow furrowed at the information. Trials weren’t among his obligatory duties as Crown Prince, but he found it odd that he hadn’t at least been notified of the new development. Half listening to their discussion, he pushed forward, eager to catch one of the men and hand off the letters.

      But as a third voice echoed between the castle walls, Maer stopped dead in his tracks.

      “I hope she burns for what she did to the emissary,” the man said.

      Maer clutched the sealed envelopes, his fingers creating creases and bends in the thick paper.

      Heart pumping in his ears, he covered the distance at a sprint, nearly ramming into the three men as he turned the corner.

      He pushed the letters into the servant’s hand, the young man too startled to even bow as Maer said, “Dispatch these with the fastest riders. Now.”

      And he was gone before any of them could reply.

      I hope she burns for what she did to the emissary.

      His steps echoed down the hallway, mind racing with thoughts he had tried pushing aside for the last few days—and eventually had, once work took over. He felt the men’s gazes burning in his back but paid them no heed.

      Liptar’s killer. It was her. They’re putting her on trial.

      He recalled the glimpse of that slender form, lying upon the hay, remembered the odd familiarity of it that had clawed at the back of his brain, but in the dungeons, he had been unable to connect the image with the memory.

      Perhaps he would have, if it hadn’t been for his father’s plans, for that wretched cell at the end of the hallway, forcing bile to rise up his throat.

      Mustering up every last bit of speed, Maer rushed towards the throne room. He needed to know, needed to be sure before the woman met the end his father deigned fit for her.

      Torches flickered in his wake, a servant or two throwing themselves into a startled bow at the sight of the running prince.

      Maer didn’t know what he was doing, didn’t know what he could do, but some silent determination propelled him towards the private hallway where the door to the throne room waited.

      A guard stood on each side of the entrance, as was customary during such proceedings. Maer slowed down and straightened his back, his purposeful walk giving the impression that he had merely been late for the meeting, not crashing it on some inexplicable impulse that had roared in his mind with a volume impossible to ignore.

      The guards stepped aside without hesitation, clearing the way for their prince.

      With his fingers wrapped around the handle, Maer halted only long enough to catch his breath, to reach into that pool of calmness that was a constant presence deep inside his core, and fed it into every inch of his body.

      The door flung to the side under his touch and crashed against the wall.

      It was a calculated move, an entrance that demanded attention.

      He ascended the dais quickly, holding on to that purposeful stride even when he felt his own body shaking in anticipation.

      He needed to know. Needed to be sure.

      The words rolled through his mind like the pounding rhythm of drums, maintaining his focus.

      Without letting his façade slip, he took his position on the smaller throne by his father’s side, his gaze falling on the woman.

      Her caramel brown hair was slightly shorter than it had been, the ends cut clean, but at an angle that suggested they had been severed in battle. His gaze then trailed down the prisoner’s slender frame, riddled with fine muscle, each and every one of them honed, transforming her body into a weapon. Even being forced to stand shackled before Emberya’s king and council hadn’t been enough to break the underlying power Maer felt oozing from the woman.

      Slowly, she lifted her chin. The strands of brown hair that had hidden her face fell aside, revealing captivating grass-green eyes that met his.

      Maer’s breath hitched.

      He barely listened to the councilor as the man continued reading the charges, following the protocol that preceded that final step—the punishment his father would bellow into the air, ending it all. But it was those eyes that were demanding Maer’s attention.

      He stared into the stunning green shade—that same shade that had seemed so out of place in the darkness that had descended over Vanas. When he had lain on the ground, helpless and beaten, the tip of a sword placed upon his neck.

      The sword that hadn’t killed.

      Through the rain, through his own exhaustion, the only thing he had truly seen were the grass-green eyes. They hadn’t been riddled with the battle craze which had taken over the men, but instead harbored a quiet kind of beauty he had never witnessed before.

      He was certain. He was certain now.

      Despite the lethal tension growing in the chamber, they remained staring at each other, the woman—the soldier, the prisoner—seemingly oblivious to the approaching promise of her death.

      Gradually, the monotonous sentences died down, and silence fell upon the room. The king leaned forward in his chair, his massive frame falling into Maer’s line of sight yet never breaking the contact he held with the chained warrior.

      “Mercenary.” His father’s voice rolled through the space. “The Kingdom of Emberya has found you guilty of the charges. You are sentenced to be executed at the break of dawn in the town square, by means of beheading.“

      Maer’s body slithered toward the edge of the throne before he knew what he was doing, his posture straight and powerful.

      “No.”

      The same sensation filled the word with a tone he hadn’t believed himself capable of forming.

      The chamber around him fell into deathly silence. The air was thick, almost suffocating, but Maer’s eyes were still focused on the woman, their gazes linked as if nothing else existed.

      He stood up, much to the surprise of the council that had remained standing on the far side of the dais. Their bodies were so still, Maer would have thought them frozen if it weren’t for the rapid rising
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