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      The land and kingdom of Myeller seemed out of place, as if it had stepped out of time for hundreds of years as the rest of galactic civilization grew around it. Silent peace reigned here, enough that Siva heard the birds singing in the forest beyond the bright courtyard glistening with morning dew. How long had it been since she’d heard the gentle songs rather than the stark cawing of ravenous crows defending their miserable scraps?

      The dark sky she saw in her memory contrasted with the sunlight beaming down from the flawless blue sky onto the large expanse of the palace grounds. Everything seemed to sparkle, from the lusciously green grass, to the marble walkways, to the buttons on the servants’ dark blue uniforms.

      The lawn was split into two levels as it stretched out away from the white marble stonework of the palace. In every way, it looked like a perfect day for a wedding.

      Metal chairs with white padded seat covers were set in neat rows on the wide marble walkway before the stairway for the second level. They all faced the palace and had an aisle between them. It had been decided, by those who had given more thought to this wedding than she had, that Siva would come down the staircase like a descending angel from another world and approach the palace where she would begin her life anew. All very symbolic, she was assured.

      An archway had been erected at the top of the steps and, earlier this morning, vines filled with fresh purple and white flowers were woven through the lattice work. The tent where she was to prepare for the ceremony was situated not far away on the raised tier of the courtyard.

      Guests, mostly family members, were beginning to arrive in a steady stream now. Some took their seats, wanting a good view of the nuptials. Others languished in conversation about the lower tier of the yard under the sun. Servants were still filling the main canopy with refreshments which would be served after the ceremony, but there was also water set out for the guests sitting under the sun in the mild morning temperatures.

      “My lady,” the servant girl behind Siva called, reminding her that there was still much to be done before the ceremony. Siva withdrew herself from the opening of her tent, and her hands unwillingly released the soft leather hide as she turned.

      The youthful girl smiled and motioned for Siva to return to the three-legged stool where she’d already been sitting most of the morning. Every time Siva sat on the low stool, she felt like her knees were up to her chest. But, it had to be short enough for the girl to work on Siva’s hair and makeup.

      Siva took to the stool with the same reluctance she felt about this upcoming ceremony. She understood why her father had chosen to betroth her to the prince, and she quite agreed with the contract it would set between the peoples of her planet and this one. It wasn’t as if she’d ever expected to feel the sweeping emotions of romantic love often spoken about in stories. The complaining and weeping tales she’d heard told by the wives in the kitchens and laundry were truth about marriage. Even the men she trained with spoke of their exploits while not realizing she was in earshot. It frequently seemed that the best marriages were ones where the two lived in tolerance of the other person. Rutting could be done by any animal, whether for pleasure or reproduction. At least this marriage would provide food for her people. For that, she could be tolerant of a husband and rut as necessary.

      So, Siva felt very practical about the matter of matrimony. She knew hers needed to be more than merely a simple match, but rather an arrangement that would provide for her country in a way that she alone could not. A wedding that would protect her people and safeguard their future seemed more advantageous than hoping she would find the truest of love most females dreamed about in their imaginations. Siva would save that for the stories.

      Still, this left her feeling unfulfilled. No matter how practical and necessary it might be, something felt off. She’d picked up on these emotions last night during their rehearsal dinner, and she’d felt ill-at-ease since then. Siva had taken a midnight stroll around the palace after everyone else went to sleep and, while the silver moonlight had been enchanting on the white marble, it left her feeling chilled.

      Yet morning had come, and she still had no logical reason for the way she’d felt. All she had to do was make good on the treaty’s terms with the necessary arrangements. Then, she would do her duty and find her measure of happiness in this new land for the sake of her people. Children were starving back home. This world had abundance to share.

      Siva paused the girl at her work for a moment so she could lean over for the nearby glass of water and take a sip. She poured more from a nearby white pitcher and took another drink. Since coming here to Myeller, her mouth had always felt dry, and she needed to have water close at hand. Clean water was the one substance her planet had plenty of. It had practically become a necessity Since sustenance of any other kind was scarce.

      Realizing her thoughts drifted again, Siva put the glass down so the girl could continue.

      "Your eyes are so beautiful and exotic," the girl said as she applied Siva's makeup. "It's a shame that they hold such sadness."

      "What else am I to do? I am marrying a man I barely know and I certainly do not love." Siva didn't know why she was admitting these feelings to the simple girl. How was she to know about arranged marriages or the bargains made? Besides, Siva was betrothed to this girl's heir apparent who had always lived under his family's rule. Certainly she would not speak ill of her king. Not to mention that Siva knew she wasn’t marrying for love, but for saving the people of her planet. The love she did this for wasn’t a romantic one, but a greater one for country.

      Instead, the girl broke out into tears.

      Siva reached out and touched the girl's face. "What have I said to bring you to tears? I am so sorry if I have made you upset."

      The girl grasped onto Siva's hands and held them tighter than she imagined the girl would have the strength for. "Please, Princess Siva, please you have to try and look happy about marrying Prince Henris. Your very life could be at stake."

      "What do you mean?"

      Turmoil and confusion rippled across the girl's face. "Have you not heard?" When Siva could only shake her head, the girl continued, "Then you don’t know about the prince's older brother and what happened on his wedding day?"

      Siva tried desperately to think, but she couldn't even recall if the prince had an older brother. She could only recall meeting the two younger brothers. "What happened?"

      The girl gripped Siva's hands even tighter. "Prince Bonrik's betrothed began crying during the ceremony. King Rolant lost his temper and had the bride and her entire family slaughtered. In the mayhem, Prince Bonrik was killed. I'm afraid the king's grief may still be deep from that incident."

      Siva felt the new shiver run through her shoulders. She had never expected news like that, certainly not on her wedding day. How was she supposed to go out there now and stand before the king and beside his son knowing that her very life and that of her family was at stake? If catastrophe hit her and her father, what would happen to her world? Why hadn’t Henris said something? Why couldn't the girl have just kept her mouth shut about the whole incident? Why had Siva spoken so harshly about her feelings?

      “You needn’t worry,” Siva told the girl. “I don’t often cry.” She wasn’t about to say that she had her reasons for being here. Her resolve to see this through was strong. She’d had her chance to back out … and decided to keep the commitment.

      The girl released Siva's hands and brushed her fingers over Siva's cheeks once more. "You look so beautiful."

      If becoming unsettled by this distressful news looked beautiful, then Siva knew she fit the bill. She wished she had more time to ask questions, but the trumpets were already signaling that her presence was required. She needed to compose herself.

      As she made her way to the door, her father stepped into the entryway of the tent. "Siva, my darling, you look beautiful. A little pale though. I would've thought all this excitement would put the color into your cheeks."

      Siva felt blackness crawling in along the edges of her vision. She couldn’t breathe in this tight gown and when she did, the tent smelled like the makeup powder she’d been clouded in which made her want to choke. If she’d had her way, she would have married the prince in her black tee shirt and camo fatigue pants. Right now, reflecting on the girl’s words echoing in her mind, she wasn’t sure she wanted to go through with this. She knew, if she said the word, her father would put a stop to it. Their guards would lay down their lives to make sure they escaped. They could get away.

      But where would that leave her people? One little negotiated arrangement to seal the contract and relief would come to her world. She could alleviate their suffering by merely surrendering to these circumstances.

      Still, it went against her nature: to fight and win. This felt like surrendering.

      "Please, at least let me take a weapon. I feel laid bare without it,” she said with a forced grin and a shaky voice.

      He leaned in toward her, giving a chuckle and a wink as he whispered. "I assure you that everyone feels that way on their wedding day. Let’s not let the prince or his guards discover you with a weapon. They might think that you’re trying to take his life. That wouldn’t be a good way to join our two families together. Let there be good blood between us for now, and then later you can fill him in on the fact that you are more capable of protecting his life than his guards are."

      She slid her hand around her father's offered arm and allowed him to escort her away from the tent. They walked out onto a massive lawn toward the archway above the many rows of seated people. As they reached the archway at the top of the marble stairs, she dug her fingers into her father's arm to get his attention and make him stop. "Let's make each other a promise right now," she said. "Promise me, if anything happens, you will get away. Do not stay for me. And I promise you that I will get away as well, and I will meet you at the old tree in the courtyard of our palace. Promise me."

      He looked at her with concern. "Is there something going on that I should know about? I understand your apprehension at an arranged marriage, but I promise you that it will all work out."

      "That's not the promise I want, Father. Please promise me that you'll stay safe."

      He smiled and patted her hand. "Everything will be fine. It's quite normal to feel nervous and feel like your world is falling apart when you're about to tie yourself to a new life, especially when it involves needing to trust a stranger."

      "I will try to have strength, Father, but did you know about the king's other son?"

      Her question drowned out under the blare of trumpets sounding again. Her father just nodded and smiled, but she knew he hadn't heard her. He probably just assumed that she was saying she would be brave for him. That was, indeed, her plan at the moment. She had no desire to start a war and to risk the lives of the guests that were here to see the prince be married to the off-worlder. She would hold herself together.

      Even if it killed her.
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      Rake glided down to the white marble balcony on the third floor of the palace, standing for a brief moment on the edges of his toes as his wings settled and released the air beneath them that had provided him with lift. As the wings tucked in toward him, he tipped his head to put his chin against his chest and rolled his shoulders forward. This allowed his specially tailored shirt the widest expanse in back that he could give it, as well as providing lots of room for the bones to hide and slip away.

      Wings on someone like him were incredible, and some considered it magic. He considered himself unfortunate to have incubated long enough to allow for the difficult creation of his wings without the aid of the Crossing Ceremonies, which most of his kind had to endure if they wished to grow wings. Considering that his tucked all the way into his back to disappear when he brought them in, he knew he should be grateful. The ability to hide the dragon aspects were what allowed his kind to walk among humans unnoticed.

      He’d probably feel more gratitude for his circumstances if he lived in a place like this palace and could allow someone else to take care of his problems.

      Since that wasn’t the case, he opened the door, one in a set of double doors which was kept unlocked for his return. He nodded to the armed guards waiting inside, knowing they would do no more than watch him with their stoic eyes.

      The halls of Myeller’s palace were abuzz with activity in preparation for the prince’s forthcoming wedding ceremony. Servants – dressed in jackets with the official palace colors of deep blue and bands of red across the shoulders – appeared to be the most in a rush. They were the ones who would be on the front lines. Everyone else playing backup to them wore their everyday tunics of blue with red necklines. It was easy to see who to stay out of the way of today.

      As Rake turned the corner to head into the east wing of the palace, however, all commotion seemed to stop. He paused, welcoming the reprieve. All the noise had been an overload on his senses.

      Yet the hallway was filled with scents. A honey butter soap from the prince’s bath. Ham and eggs from his breakfast, kept a little light today. Coffee. Cologne.

      Rake’s footsteps were the only sound as he approached Prince Henris’ room. He raised his hand to knock on the wooden door carved with a rearing lion ready to shred its prey, but the door opened in front of him and the palace barber came out, nearly running into Rake and spilling the soapy water from the shaving bin.

      As the barber swerved around him, muttering a low apology, Rake entered. “Deciding to go old school all the way, huh?” Rake asked, calling out though he had yet to see Henris.

      “A fortunate man only marries once,” Henris said from behind the dressing screen. “Have you seen her, Princess Siva? Oh, she is a gorgeous one.”

      Rake hadn’t seen her. So far, his duties had kept him away from the palace since the bridal party had arrived from Nungh Two. He’d heard that the bride-to-be was strangely exotic and that some had found her beautiful. Others were reserving judgment. Rake felt himself in the latter camp, though he had yet to see her. The last thing he wanted was to be guarding a poor starving waif who had been pampered as royalty with the last meager food her people had.

      At least Prince Henris seemed taken with her. Rake supposed that should be enough, and, if Henris ordered Rake to protect her, then that was exactly what Rake would do.

      “No, Prince Henris,” Rake said, realizing that he should answer, “I have not had the pleasure of seeing your bride. Sapere Hig made it to the palace without incident, I hope.”

      Hig had been chosen to officiate the wedding. Rake wished he’d had the opportunity to bring the sapere from the shrine here to the palace himself, but had been correct in assuming he wouldn’t make it back in time. Sapere Hig had been left to arrive on his own.

      Henris came out from behind the screen, tugging at the bottom of the doublet to make sure it was fitting properly to him. “He’s here. And you were able to put in a good defensive line?”

      “Yes, all is quiet for several miles outside of the city.” Rake bowed his head to his prince, not wanting to add that it was too quiet considering how news of this wedding had caused a stir of fanfare.

      At least Henris had listened to him and kept the wedding down to family and close friends, a relatively small number considering that it was a royal wedding and everyone wanted to be there. The intimate gathering hadn’t stopped Henris from pulling out all the stops on making this into a celebration.

      “You really did go old school,” Rake said.

      Henris raised his head and put his hands out to his sides to show off the royal doublet. For the three years Rake had known Henris, the prince had always worn a short beard. Now that beard was gone and the prince looked so young.

      “I go to my bride as a child so she may make me a man,” Henris laughed. “I did forgo the goat milk bath, opting for a regular hot bath before I jumped in the shower to finish the job.

      Considering the differing marital traditions on the planets in this galaxy alone, Rake figured that the woman from Nungh Two would scarcely understand the ritual Henris had gone through this morning. What bizarre practices was she putting herself through to fulfill the customs of her planet? Rake didn’t even want to hazard a guess.

      “What’s her real title? I hear that she’s not actually a princess,” Rake said.

      “You’re right. Technically she has no title, which is why we bestowed an honorary title upon her. We can’t have it appear that I’m marrying a commoner.” Henris took a few bites of his scrambled eggs. “Her father is the primieret. I gather that he is the voice for their whole world. Imagine that. Ruling a whole world and not just a single country. They decide on a primieret by vote, as I am to understand, and the primieret rules for ten years at a time. Primieret Ozlem is in his second term. However, his daughter has no title or official capacity. She is no different than the rest of the citizens on her poor, destitute planet.”

      “Then why has she been matched for you, Henris?” It had been a question plaguing Rake’s mind since he’d first heard about delegates from Nungh Two coming to establish a trade treaty. “They have nothing to offer us. How could a bargain even be reached?”

      “They do have something we could use.” Henris kept his eyes averted as he headed toward the window and lifted the curtain slightly to look out. “They have lots of people and weapons for advanced warfare.”

      Rake didn’t like the flat sound of Henris’ voice. But was it because Henris didn’t like the thought of using people as fodder or because he was coming to terms with using another planet’s population to fight his war and didn’t want to hear Rake’s objections.

      “My bride is just the first,” Henris said. “Sorry that you couldn’t be one of the men at my side, but I wasn’t certain if you’d make it back in time. I’d rather have you in the crowd anyway, especially after my brother’s tragedy.”

      Rake nodded, knowing what Prince Henris expected of him if this ceremony went like the last. Or worse.

      “But I don’t expect weeping from Siva Candemir. She seems to understand her duty,” the prince added. “Honestly, I swear that she seems to think it is her obligation. I hope she doesn’t have a martyr complex. That will get boring fast.”

      Rake held his tongue at this. He often wished more people would take their actions seriously.

      “How did your mission go?” Henris asked as he turned back to his mirror and fluffed a lock of hair that had fallen out of place.

      “Do you wish a real answer to that?” Rake asked. “I still wish you would hold the ceremony inside the palace. It would be much easier to defend you, your family, and the guests.”

      “But it’s a beautiful day outside.” Henris pointed to the window. “Look at that. Would you deny my bride such peaceful calm? Do you realize that, during the day, Nungh Two is grey, as if it were in a perpetual fog? They no longer have a view of the blue sky.”

      Rake didn’t know if the prince was really trying to impress his bride, or mocking her. With Henris, it could easily go either way. Some days, Rake wished the Dragon Council hadn’t ordered his allegiance to the royal family of Myeller. But, now that he’d been sworn, he’d found himself biting his tongue more often than he had on any other assignment.

      Henris was still awaiting an answer.

      “I cleared as many away as I could. It’s not as wide of a swath as I would like, but it should give you time enough for the ceremony. I will stop by and take a moment now before the ceremony to ask Sapere Hig not to draw this out. I still believe this is best done fast.”

      Henris smiled. “Good. I’m quite anxious to have my bride become my wife. Let’s get to it, shall we?”
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      The smell of newly cut grass and lilacs wafted by Siva as she and her father walked down the long staircase to the lower level. Two boys had just finished unrolling a dark blue carpet down the aisle between the chairs as people turned to watch her descend. At least her shoes were flat, and she didn’t have to worry about heels shaking under her ankles on the marble.

      She stepped carefully onto the virgin carpet and began to walk down the aisle. Such an archaic tradition, she thought, this walking down the aisle and being given away. In her kingdom, no woman needed to be given away, for she was already free to make her own choice whether to marry or not. Often the woman decided not to marry at all. But on this planet, there was apparently a stigma attached to being unwed and sharing a bed chamber. Maybe that was why her planet was in the desolate state that it was while this planet thrived. She didn't understand why the gods should care about a piece of paper declaring a marriage bond, but apparently, for some reason, they did.

      Her father paused as they reached the back of the aisles. The audience rose, seeming to turn as a single unit to stare at her. The music changed and her father began walking forward again. She had forgotten about the stop they’d rehearsed last night, but she was glad her father had remembered.

      Siva felt her pulse in her throat, and her ragged, short breaths. She couldn’t breathe in this gown. It had belonged to Prince Henris’ late mother, and he’d wanted her to wear it to honor his family. A seamstress had been called in to tailor the gown to her, but several days on the rich food here had obviously put weight onto her. She would have to remember to watch herself and double her training if she wanted to keep her slender form.

      A collective gasp went through the crowd as many of the women began to mutter about how beautiful she looked. It made her feel self-conscious in a way that made her question if she had been beautiful before. Maybe it was the addition of this makeup, or the tight gown which squeezed her rib cage so tightly she could barely take in air for the slight exertion of walking.

      It comforted her to see her few relatives watching with smiles. Her aunt, her uncles, and a handful of scrawny cousins surrounded by several men and women who had protected Siva her whole life. A couple of the more loyal guards were stationed at the ends of the aisles wearing their full decoration of metals on their uniforms. It seemed so odd to see their full regalia, but it also filled her with pride for her people. They might be having challenges now, but they would prevail.

      She made it to the second constructed archway at the base of the staircase which led to the palace where the sapere – this world’s version of a priest – stood beside the king, the prince, and three of Henris’ most loyal men.

      This was it. This was the beginning of her new life.

      The men standing beside the prince all wore full suits of armor, their helms removed and tucked in the corners of their arms. Their faces held no expression as they stared back at her. Prince Henris, dressed in a fancy gold and purple doublet, appeared freshly shaven, which was different from the last time she had seen him where he had a beard lightly squared off. She had thought him pleasing to the eye then, but he cleaned up very nicely and was handsome. Maybe her father was right. Maybe this wouldn't be so bad after all. One look into his blue eyes made her smile, which he easily returned.

      King Rolant stood in all the accoutrements of his position. His purple doublet was fancier than the prince’s and adorned with golden ropes and chains. A jeweled crown sat atop his head and each finger of his hand had a ring on it.

      "Who gives this princess in marriage?" the sapere called out.

      "I, Primieret Ozlem Candemir, give my daughter to be married."

      Her father dropped her hand as if he were now relieved to have done his duty for this ceremony.

      Siva stepped up onto the raised platform. The prince offered his hand, and she took it. Prince Henris had not been there at last night’s rehearsal, but rather a stand-in who had not taken her hand.

      They approached the sapere together as he unwrapped a golden cord from around his waist. "I am here to witness and sanctify this union." The sapere banded the cord around their wrists and tied the knot sharply around them. For a moment, Siva felt the cord bite into her skin. This also had not happened last night during the rehearsal. The man who had been standing in the sapere’s place merely said a few words no different than marriage oaths on her planet.

      Then the sapere moved aside and the king came forward, drawing his sword. This definitely had not happened in the rehearsal last night. Watching the king approach, weapon drawn on her, Siva suddenly understood why the bride of the older brother had started crying.

      Not that she would do that now.

      This was definitely a test.

      It had to be.

      The sapere began to speak in a weird tongue, and Siva had the sudden feeling now like he was cleansing her soul to be married to the prince.

      Henris’ grip tightened on her, the pressure on her fingers not nearly hard enough to make her want to cry out, but very secure.

      Siva couldn't help her irritation, and she forced herself to smile to hide her glare at the king and the sword tip very close to her belly, yet she felt the rage spinning like a high angry ball in her chest, and she wanted to explode. But she couldn’t. She was in their territory, not her own, and her father as well as her people depended upon her to do this. She squeezed Henris’ hand back, trying also to not be hurtful, but definitely channeling her rage there.

      The king began rattling off a series of names which held no meaning for her, but she was getting the sense it would matter to any children that the prince and she had. Still, it made her really pause and wonder if doing this was indeed the right thing to be doing. Her country needed it, and she was their servant. Not that she had chosen to be their leader, that was just how fate had worked out; she had never had her own choice. Because of the actions of her and her family, her people would get to live as they chose, but that was not a luxury afforded to her. Didn't she have a right to choose as well?

      Siva tuned out as she allowed herself to feel her heartbreak. If she could just get through this moment, maybe the next would be better. After all, the prince was in the same circumstance as she was and barely knew her. Certainly, he would understand her feelings. They could get through this together, as it was meant to be.

      For as hopeful as she was about this new thought, she also realized that apples never fell far from their trees. She stood a good chance that the prince would be just like his father.

      She felt as if she might as well be rotting in a prison.

      With that, a new resolve overtook her. While the treaties depended upon her marrying Prince Henris, they never said she had to be happy in this arranged marriage. She would give the prince one night to sway her, to convince her that he was worthy. If she could see some glimmer of hope within him, she would give him a second night. Alone was preferable to being with someone who did not love her and whom she despised. She wouldn't live like that, even if she had to forge her own life here on this planet.

      She looked up and found the prince looking at her, assessing her. She wondered if he was thinking the same thing that she was. Or, maybe, his thoughts were darker. She didn't want to go there. She'd heard enough about brides being strangled in their sleep – or poisoned. She found herself raising just a little higher. If he had thoughts of that, then she would be dead by morning either way. One night.

      The king had stopped his recitation of names of untold generations and began declaring himself as Lord on High above all as if he had to convince everybody around him that he was worthy of standing here and marrying them. She wished he would just get on with that already.

      A trumpet blared in the direction of the palace, and the king stopped to listen. A stiffness entered the knights who stood by the prince's side. They glanced at the king, as did Henris. Was bloodshed about to begin?

      Siva was about to open her mouth and inform the king that neither she nor her father had done anything against them when the king nodded to his son and turned away from them with his sword raising higher.

      Another trumpet blared.

      The ground beneath them began to shake.

      Siva wanted to raise a protest, and was relieved when the prince quickly unknotted the gold cord from around their wrists and started to pull her away from the palace. The sapere tried to assist, but the prince motioned him back.

      "Marcus, Kaelin, get everyone to safety. Stanton, go with my father," Prince Henris said.

      The knights moved into position around them. "Your sword, my prince," the knight said, handing Henris his weapon.

      It seemed as if everyone on the prince's side of the aisle knew exactly what was going on and had been prepared for it, while the few guests who had been sitting on her side looked around questioning if they should be worried or not.

      "It can't be over already," her aunt said.

      The man sitting beside her aunt was already on his feet and trying to squeeze out of the aisle. "Oh, believe me, it's over."

      Siva didn't recognize the man and wondered why he had been sitting on her side of the aisle. She noticed that once he reached the aisle, he started to follow her and the prince.
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      Rake had taken the first empty seat he could find, one he realized too late was on the bride’s side which had significantly fewer people. The chair he had zoned in on was next to an older woman with a brown fur cap. When she smiled at him, every wrinkle on her face deepened. Fortunately, she said nothing to him, allowing him to lean forward with his elbows over his knees and start to keep watch.

      He’d returned to his quarters to quickly wash and change for the ceremony, exchanging one tailored shirt for another. As he leaned forward, he could feel air against the exposed section of his back, but knew that no one would ever notice the hole in the back of his shirt beneath the short, black capelet he wore over it. The look wasn’t as formal as most of the people here, but he wanted the ability to take every advantage he’d been given if it were needed.

      The Humline sang of approaching danger. Rake couldn’t believe it. No ravagers had been near the quieted city. King Rolant had declared that today would be a peaceful celebration and encouraged his citizens to remain home, resting for the day.

      To Rake, that sounded like the perfect opportunity for the ravagers to attack. Yet even they had seemed subdued and hadn’t dared to cross the swathed barrier he’d spent weeks establishing in preparation for today. He’d really believed it might be quiet.

      Except for on the Humline.

      The trumpets blared as Henris’ bride arrived, and he had a startled moment of wanting to slam his hands over his ears. He guessed he should have been expecting the fanfare.

      Rake rose as everyone else did and turned to see the woman coming down the aisle. He heard the strong, steady beats of her heart which were a little quick, but, given the circumstances, perfectly normal. She tried to look confident. She even smiled his way, or he thought so at first until he realized she had to be looking at the woman in the brown fur cap beside him.

      “Can’t believe she’s going to do this,” one of the younger boys behind them whispered. “Something’s not right about this world. It seems too perfect.”

      The boy was correct. Myeller did have a polished appearance, but once someone looked beneath the surface, they quickly saw the reason why Rake had been assigned to this world and why he’d called in several others of his kind, the novihomidraks, to aid him. This world was far from perfect.

      Rake wondered if the youth was one of a rare few who could sense the Humline of worlds without first being reborn from a dragon. It was often said that dragons looked for those who were sensitive in that way, exhibiting signs of it early in their lives as toddlers, to incubate as novihomidraks, ones who were champions of the Onesong. But not everyone who was sensitive would become a novihomidrak. A lot of people then, especially the young, could sense the ripples before they happened.

      As the happy couple stepped up before Sapere Hig, who wrapped the golden cord of bonding around their wrists to unite them in the eyes of the Dragon Council, King Rolant drew his sword and began to spout off the names of his ancestors. The bride’s heartbeat sped up and Rake hoped she wasn’t getting pushed to a breaking point. King Rolant enjoyed testing people, pushing them to their limits.

      Rolant, in his arrogance, sincerely believed that the ravagers wouldn’t attack today. Rake hoped that every name Rolant shouted was not as much of a fool as the man currently reigning. At least Prince Henris, the new heir to the throne since his brother’s fateful death, seemed a bit more intelligent.

      Rake hoped that Henris’ bride, being from a planet with its own dire situations, could help guide Henris from letting this planet go in the same direction. It would be spectacular if this world no longer needed the aid of a novihomidrak — or several, as it currently stood — and he could accept reassignment.

      The bride’s heartbeat was getting faster. Rake felt his own doing the same. It had to be the Humline making him nervous. Could she feel it too? Was it possible that the people of her world were sensitive to the Humline? Maybe after the last disaster of
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