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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      A fifty-year war had waged in the land of Muthuidan, between the Neathery and Arynites. To keep the peace between the two races, the Iron Shroud was born—a group of Neathery males tasked with responding to any disturbances in the land. When the Neathery monarchy fell, the Iron Shroud knights didn’t disappear. They went on a rampage, destroying every Arynite village and town in their path.

      The commander of the guild was Charles Dunnberg. He lost everything in the war except his daughter. The darkness of vengeance and hatred had consumed his soul, and no one could tell him otherwise.
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      Samara took a deep breath, drawing back the arrow on her bow. Time stood still. Potentially killing an animal made her hesitant to let go. The leaves of the trees above rustled in the soft wind as she contemplated the arrow’s release. A hand lay gently on her petite shoulder.

      “Stand tall. Make sure you release at the bottom of your breath. Okay, Samara, you can let go once you have it on target,” came the whisper from her father as he took a knee next to her small frame.

      Richard posted beside her, his bow much bigger than hers. He drew his arrow back, aiming at her target. She began to have doubts about being able to kill the large horned deer.

      Samara locked on to her target, breathed in through her nose, and on her exhale, she released the arrow. Missing the animal, she looked down at her feet as her father shot their dinner.

      “I’m sorry, Papa,” she said, still not making eye contact with him.

      Richard knelt to her eye level and raised her chin. “It’s all right, Sammy. Life is all about learning.” He paused. “Give yourself time.”

      Samara sighed, the corner of her mouth rising in a half grin as her father gave a comforting hug. She loved the warmth of his embraces; they always made her feel better.

      “Come now. Your mother and brother are probably hungry by now.” Richard began the trek toward the carcass, which had fallen about twenty yards from them.

      Samara nodded and tried to keep up with his big steps.

      They trudged through the muddy field of long grass, which was a bit shorter than Samara. She turned her head and noticed the large dead oak tree they weren’t supposed to pass. “Papa, we’re not supposed to be out this far,” Samara said, walking clumsily a few feet behind Richard.

      “We won’t be long.”

      Even though Samara was only ten years old, she knew this was a risky move. The Iron Shroud knights were exterminating all the Arynites in Muthuidan. Her village was the last of her people. They’d been in hiding since before Samara was born. Her mother and father met shortly after the war. Sage was an Arynite, and Richard was a rogue Neathery knight. It was the classic tale of forbidden love.

      Richard and Samara made it back to the village well before nightfall with the decent-sized kill. The village of Lyvenia was small and clandestine and surrounded by large alps at the foot of the Blainwich Mountains. A hidden path led there through winding caverns in the massif. The land was green and plentiful with pastures of wheat and small gardens for vegetables the Arynites shared amongst one another.

      Samara ran through the village ahead of her father to her home, a small cottage built from wood and stone. She ran to her mother, Sage, who was in the small kitchen.

      “Hey, Momma. Papa shot a big one for dinner tonight.” The petite girl pulled her mother’s hand out back where Richard had already begun preparing the buck for the   fire. Tall trees surrounded the village, making the gusts of wind from the mountains less tempestuous.

      As Sage wrapped her long dark hair in a bun with a handmade sash, another female Arynite wearing a long cleavage-enhancing dress, walked up and pointed at Richard. “Good day. That’s quite a kill, Sir Richard.”

      “Good day, Rose.” He stood to face her. “You know I no longer serve the guild.”

      “Have you come for supper, Rose?” Sage clasped her hands in front of her as Samara stood by her side.

      Rose’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You know I don’t eat meat.” She paused for a moment. “One of the villagers saw you pass the dead oak outside of the mountains—”

      “Are you sending spies to watch over us now?” Richard’s voice rose.

      “Of course not. Don’t be ridiculous.” Rose crossed her arms over her chest, making her cleavage protrude from her dress. “Lady Jinn tasked me with the protection of this village; I’m only doing my job.”

      Sage rolled her eyes. “Oh please, Rose. Spare me your self-righteousness. You’ve had an eye out for Richard since the day we married.”

      Rose placed a hand on her chest dramatically. “How could you suggest such a thing, Sister?”

      “What is the purpose of this visit, Rose? We have meat to distribute through the village before we prepare our own meal.” Richard bent down near the dead carcass and continued with the preparations.

      “To warn you.” Rose had a maniacal smirk on her face. “He’s putting the whole village in jeopardy; the people do not appreciate the risks he takes when he goes out to hunt.” She paused. “Surely you know the guild is  searching for us. There is suspicion amongst the knights. They know their rogue knight is here.”

      Sage’s eyebrows furrowed. “This information isn’t for certain; you’re just trying to scare us.”

      Richard didn’t bother to face Rose. “Be on your way now, milady.”

      Rose gave him a sidelong glare. “If it were my choice, you wouldn’t even be here, red-blood.” Rose turned on her heel and walked away, never looking back.
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      That night at the dinner table, Samara turned to her mother after taking a sip of water. “Does Aunt Rose hate us?”

      Milo, who was five years old, exclaimed, “Yeah, why is she mean?”

      Sage looked over at Richard. “Maybe we should just tell them.”

      He stared at his plate and nodded.

      “Well, you see, she does not like your father and I together because he is Neathery and I’m Arynite.” Sage stood from the stout wooden table and walked over to Samara, making eye contact with her. “In fact, many in this village do not agree with our union.”

      Milo looked bothered. “But why, Mother?”

      “We’re different, Son. They fear what is different,” Sage replied, reaching over to grab her son’s hand. A tear rolled down her rosy cheek as she went on. “Unfortunately, many will be afraid of you and your sister as well.”

      “But why?”

      “Because you two are different, Son,” Richard interjected from across the long table. “You are both Neathery and Arynite.” He paused for a moment and gazed upon the lovely countenance of his wife. “Perhaps it would fare us well to leave the village.”

      Sage rose an eyebrow at him. “How could you say that, Richard? I have a duty to my people, and my sister has protected us well thus far.”

      He scoffed. “Your sister has always been envious of you.”

      “She is still my sister, the only family I have left,” Sage replied quickly.

      Samara’s mother and father continued their debate as she and her brother, Milo, excused themselves and walked into the washroom. It was a nightly tradition for her to help Milo prepare for bed.

      As she wet a washcloth in the half-filled tub, Milo asked her, “Are we going to leave, Mara?”

      She breathed in, then released before responding. “Mother and Father have been arguing about leaving home for a while now.” Wiping the day’s grime from her brother’s face, she continued. “This is our home, Milo. This is where we will grow up.”

      “Ouch. You’re hurting me.” Milo winced as his big  sister continued wiping his neck. “Let me clean myself.”

      “I let you clean yourself last night, which is why you have dirt caked on you, little brother,” she mused, rinsing the cloth back out in the tub.

      All he could do was sigh; there was no fighting his older sister about cleanliness. “Have it your way.”

      While Samara was washing her brother, she thought about her home and how it didn’t feel like home. The   other villager children never played with her or Milo. The adults looked at them funny as well, as if she and her brother were rodents, or even worse—insects. She shook the thought from her mind as she told Milo to get in to bed and wait for their parents to tuck him in.

      After Samara washed herself up and settled into her warm bed, Sage walked in and sat at her side. Samara admired her deeply. She was a powerful Arynite, skilled in healing with herbs and plants, but could also wield the elements, which was the gift of Latnemele.

      “Would you like to hear a bedtime story, Samara?” Sage placed her hand on her daughter’s. “I know I’m not as elaborate a storyteller as your father—”

      “Mother, your stories are fine. They’re just different from Father’s.” Samara glanced at her hands as she fidgeted beneath the warm covers. The candle on her bedside table filled a portion of the quaint room. The moonlight shone through the window, providing more fluorescence. “Are you and Father still fighting?”

      Sage shook her head gently. “No, darling. We’re not.”

      “We’re not leaving home, are we?” Samara ruffled her brows in concern.

      “No, we’re not leaving here either.” Sage pulled the covers up around Samara. “You shouldn’t fret about such things, child. Your father and I will take care of you.”

      Samara nodded and listened to Sage tell a story about a princess trapped in a tower and a knight killing a dragon to get to her. It was one of the few stories her mother knew, and she fell asleep to it every time. It was the comfort of Sage’s voice and the feeling of her hand being run through Samara’s raven hair which would cause her to fall into a peaceful slumber.
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      Samara’s head jerked, causing her to awaken. Her vision was blurry at first. After blinking a few times, she could see clearly what was going on. Her home was burning  and she was in the strong arms of her father. He carried her out of the cottage right before it collapsed.

      Her eyes widened as her grip on his tunic tightened. “Papa, what’s happening?”

      “The village is under attack. Hold on tight. I need to get you to the caverns,” Richard said as he ran through the havoc being wreaked by the guild he had fled from.

      “I’m scared!” Samara saw men clad in black armor, and black headgear covered their murderous faces. She saw them fighting and killing the villagers as her father ran through the burning village, weaving his way through collapsing structures. The Arynites were putting up a fight using their gifts to attempt escape, but they were outnumbered. Squeezing her eyes shut, she buried her face in her father’s chest. Where are Momma and Milo?

      Samara opened her eyes for a split second and caught sight of a knight digging his heels into his steed, pursuing them. Richard was still a distance away from the knight and was able to run into one of the caverns at the foot of the mountains—the same caverns he and Samara had taken to go hunt. He put his daughter down and looked her in her fear-stricken eyes. “Samara, I need you to focus for a moment, okay? I have to leave to take care of something, but I want you to stay hidden here.”

      “No! Don’t leave me, Papa!” Tears fell down her cheeks as she shook her head violently.

      He held her arms firmly. “Stop crying, Sammy. These men won’t hesitate to kill you. I’ll be back for you.”

      She wiped the tears from her eyes with the sleeve of her nightgown and nodded.

      He hugged her tight, staring into her brown eyes one last time. “I will always love you. Now run! Stay hidden!”

      She turned around, stumbling at first, running as fast as her little legs could go through the dark caverns. She followed the walls, letting them guide her to safety behind a large boulder in the pass. She stopped when she could no longer hear the cries of Arynites being slaughtered. Papa said he’d be back for me. What about Momma and Milo?

      “Samara . . .” She heard her mother’s voice in her head. “Don’t return to Lyvenia. Run into the Doon Forest. Go to Norwich and find the exiled Arynite. He will care for you . . .”

      Samara couldn’t leave; her father said he’d be back for her. He wouldn’t break his promise.

      There were unfamiliar voices approaching her. She made herself as small as she could behind the boulder, enveloped in darkness. She heard many horses passing her, but one lingered behind. The cavern lit up from their torches, and she witnessed the shadows of them pass by.

      “Sir Elder, did you kill the rogue?”

      “Yes, Commander Dunnberg.”

      “And his family?”

      “Dead, sir.”

      Samara gasped quietly, then held her hand to her mouth as she sobbed in silence. They can’t be dead . . . The tears flowed from her eyes and down her cheeks, making a small puddle on the cavern floor.

      “Good. Now we’re rid of the vermin. Let’s move out!” Those were the last words she heard from this Commander Dunnberg fellow.

      Samara sat behind the boulder in tears. She knew they were speaking about her father, but didn’t want to believe he was dead. She stood and took one step at a time back to what was left of the village. Finally reaching the end of the cavern, she fell to her knees, covering her mouth as tears flowed down her cheeks at the horrific sight. It was the body of her lifeless father in a pool of his own blood, face barely recognizable as it had been beaten to a pulp. Averting her eyes toward the village caused her to stop crying. She was in disbelief. Most of the wooden buildings had been burned down. Some cobblestone walls were still standing, but everything else had turned to ash. She walked through town with a glimpse of hope that her mother and brother were at least alive. That hope quickly diminished when she saw the pile of dead Arynites in the heart of the village. Their gold blood soaked the soil beneath her. At the very top of the pile were her mother and brother. She covered her mouth with both hands, falling to her knees once more, and began to sob uncontrollably. There was a warmth in her core rising. She looked at the sky and let out a grief-stricken scream. It began to rain, and thunder roared in  the dark sky. Lightning struck the dead bodies, setting them on fire, and a whirlwind came up around her. The earth began to tremble, and her tears diminished. Feeling the rest of her energy leave her body, she fell to the muddy ground on her hands and knees. The rage in her heart was strong.

      He took everyone from me . . .

      She raised her head, glared at the burning bodies, and vowed revenge.
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      Her legs were failing her as she walked through the cavern pass, remembering what her mother had told her. Find Norwich. Find the exiled Arynite. Samara stepped foot into the Doon Forest. She couldn’t suppress the tears as she mourned, stepping foot onto the mossy ground.

      The sun was rising, and the aches and pain in her body from the recent trauma she had suffered didn’t go unnoticed. It wasn’t long before her small body collapsed onto the forest floor from exhaustion.

      Warmth enveloped her body as she slept and regained strength. What is this? A blanket? Opening her eyes, she found herself on a wooden floor, wrapped in blankets, next to a warm hearth. It felt . . . nice. She sighed, pushing herself to a sitting position, examining her surroundings in the process. There was a couch made from wood with comfortable-looking cushions. The coffee table was in front of it, constructed from the same material as the couch. Rising to her feet, the creaking of the floorboards neared and she attempted to hide, only to be startled by a male voice.

      “Ah, you’re awake.”

      She spun and looked at the dark-haired man. Her eyes glanced down at his hands, which held a tray of delicious-smelling food. Her stomach growled loudly.

      “You’re hungry. You were quite a mess when I found you.” He set the tray on the coffee table. “Come. Don’t be afraid. I won’t hurt you. I know you’ve been through quite an ordeal.”

      Samara thought back to the horrific events that had taken place, but she didn’t cry—not this time. Is this the exiled Arynite? What are the chances that he find me? Did my mother contact him? There was no way of telling; she couldn’t trust him.

      The man walked over and knelt to her eye level. “What’s your name?”

      She peered up at him with a questioning look on her face. Still wearing her dirty nightgown, she hoped none of the Arynite blood stained it. He would surely know what she was and from the look of it, there was none. “Samara,” she whispered.

      “My name is William.” The man had kind eyes. “Come eat.” He walked back over to the coffee table.

      Samara sighed, studying him a bit more before she made her way over to the bowl of hearty stew and freshly baked bread. Sitting on the floor, she took a spoonful of the thick liquid into her mouth. It tasted so good. The warm broth went down her throat, warming her even more.

      As she ate her stew, a boy who looked to be in his early teens walked in. “The animals are fed, and I’ve forked the hay as well, Father.”

      William nodded. “Thank you, Henry.” He glanced over at Samara, her face stuffed full of bread. “Come and meet our guest properly.” He paused for a moment. “This is Samara. Samara, this is my son, Henry.” William pointed at the blue-eyed boy, who looked disheveled from his chores. “He’s the one who found you in the Doon Forest.”

      “How’re you feeling?” the dark-haired boy asked.

      “Better, thank you.” Her eyes wandered around the room once more. “Where am I?”

      William gave her an assuring grin. “You’re on our farm just outside of Norwich.”

      Should I tell him? No . . . it’s not safe. She nodded without a reply.

      “How did you end up in the forest?” Henry asked as he took a seat on the couch.

      “We were traveling. I-I was separated from my family,” she lied, gazing at her empty bowl.

      William stood, taking her empty dishes to the kitchen while saying, “Perhaps it would be best if you stay here until your family finds you.”

      Samara sat on the floor with her legs crossed and hands clasped in her lap. They won’t be coming back for me. They’re dead . . . She couldn’t tell them that, though. Keeping this secret would prove to be a difficult task. “Perhaps.”

      William walked back in and heaved a heavy sigh before saying, “Then you will live here with us.”

      Samara just nodded because she knew if she said a word the tears would start flowing again. It was difficult to think that she would never feel the warmth of her father’s embrace or hear her mother’s comforting voice, and she would never see Milo grow up to be as strong as her father once
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