
	In a world where magic is hated and feared, sometimes the bravest thing a man can do is trust.

	 

	 

	Daymon is the second prince of a kingdom in which Evokers—those who possess intuitive magical abilities—have long since been treated with fear and mistrust. Marked as an Evoker himself, Daymon is captured by those who wish to take advantage of these powers. Now, the prince must put his faith in Rhyder, the captain of his guards—and the man Daymon has claimed as his own—to free him.
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	A Trust to Follow

	 

	 

	Prince Daymon came to with a stifled moan, the pain dragging him back to unwelcome awareness. His entire body throbbed, but he kept his eyes closed, not wanting to be greeted with the sight of a bare cell or the bruises where he had been struck. The cold had numbed him to some of the damage, but he could tell without looking that several fingers were likely broken. Instead, he concentrated on what he had been dreaming of only moments before.

	His mother’s voice.

	Daymon did not remember it or his mother well, but he knew what she looked like from the portraits his older brother, Daylor, secretly kept. Her hair was fine and dark as ink, and her eyes a deep blue—both of which Daymon had inherited from her, unlike his brother. Instead, Daylor bore the golden hair and amber eyes of his father, as well as his father’s height, broad shoulders, and olive skin. In contrast, Daymon had a slight build and pale complexion, further marking him as more of his mother’s child than his father’s—as though everyone needed reminding.

	And yet, despite being too young to recall his mother’s voice, or so he thought, Daymon could have sworn he had heard her whisper to him. Just a little longer, the words had tickled passed his ear. Just a little longer, and he will come for you. How could he not? But the sensation of his head being held, the fingers brushing softly through his hair, had vanished as soon as Daymon had woken up, and although he had never really known her, he felt her absence now as keenly as though she had truly been with him.

	He will come for you. Daymon’s good fingers touched his left ear, feeling the shape of the small jewel still threaded through the lobe and then the right, empty one. Rhyder was as strong and as fierce as all the stories said and as stubborn a man as Daymon had ever known.

	Once Rhyder had decided on something, there was no stopping him—and he had decided on Daymon. It didn’t matter if his father did nothing—being too paralyzed by increasing paranoia or drink to break his self-imposed confinement. It didn’t matter if Daylor, torn between genuine love for his brother and his strong sense of filial duty toward their father, was likewise unable or forbidden to act. Rhyder would come. If Daymon believed in nothing else, he would believe in this. Daymon fell short of anything resembling strong or heroic, but Rhyder was everything a hero should be and more. While Daymon’s courage failed him, Rhyder’s would never waver.

	“I’m sorry. Rhyder, I’m sorry...” The apology was as much for himself as it was for Rhyder. Daymon’s isolation, combined with the surrounding darkness, brought to mind half-remembered fears from long ago.

	Yet perhaps even now his valiant captain was making his way here. Perhaps he was already nearby and merely waiting for the right moment to strike. Perhaps—

	The door to Daymon’s cell burst open with a high-pitched squeal, and he held himself still, determined at least not to flinch away. He owed Rhyder that much. I’m not afraid, he told himself silently. I’m not afraid at all. You can hurt me all you want, but Rhyder is coming, and I won’t be afraid.

	He only wished the last part were true.

	 

	“Let her go!”

	 

	It was anger, not fear, which had gotten Daymon into this predicament, though looking back, he could not bring himself to regret his actions.

	 

	He could feel the magic seething beneath his skin, struggling to break free of the will he imposed on it, but he knew that releasing it now was a bad idea no matter how appealing it seemed. Magic was a wild, unpredictable thing, both frowned upon and feared for good reason. Nobody understood it, least of all Daymon.

	Historical books were full of accounts of the disasters that followed in the wake of such unnatural abilities—torn earth and destroyed cities, charred bodies and the shocked, dead-eyed witnesses left behind. Evokers who could not control their powers properly might as well be more beast than human, incapable of either reason or restraint, and just like a wild animal, magic could never really be tamed. His father knew this. The court knew this. Daymon knew this. He repressed the instinct to strike out in panic, nails digging into his palms as he breathed in deeply, attempting to remain calm.

	Repressing his magic was no easy task, especially when a group of men stood before him in the growing darkness of the night. One of them was pointing a knife at the neck of a screaming child. Her small legs kicked the air as she was held up by the throat. Daymon liked children. They were usually more curious than hostile, and the ones too young to have learned to judge him were some of his closest friends. What was more, this child was an Evoker herself.

	Daymon could tell from the tattoo on her arm, illuminated in the light of the growing fire. The tattoo was still black and glossy enough to perhaps be only weeks old. It looked almost identical to Daymon’s tattoo. She was so young, and these men were going to take her away, likely to try and somehow use her abilities for their own ends or sell her to somebody who could.

	The horses shifted. The crackling of the fire and the spreading smoke made them uneasy. Quickly, feeling the power straining against his hold once again, Daymon took another steadying breath. “If you harm her in any way, you must know what will happen.”

	The man holding the knife grinned, showing a mouthful of broken, yellowed teeth. “Sure I do. I know exactly who and what you are, Prince Daymon.”

	“Then you also know that kidnapping a child, Evoker or not, is unlawful in this kingdom and that I have the authority to order your punishment for it.”

	“Here’s what I know. I know you’re just itching to unleash all that magic you have inside you like the monster you are, and no doubt kill every man, woman, and child standing here. Including this one, hmm?”

	He shook the young girl in his grip for emphasis. She choked, eyes wide with terror. “But you know what? Before you can even do that, she’ll be dead by my hand. Even if you manage to kill me, only me, you won’t be sparing her.”

	Daymon slid from his horse. “Tell me what you want.” Beside him, Rhyder copied his movement, sword drawn. Daymon shook his head. “Wait,” he whispered so that only Rhyder might hear, and Rhyder instantly stilled.

	“Want? It’s simple enough. You. In exchange for her.”

	“No!” Rhyder’s voice was joined at once by several of the men under his command.

	The man holding the girl captive shrugged, angling the knife so that it dug into her flesh. She tried to flinch away, but there was nowhere for her to go. Beads of blood dripped from the gash and dribbled down to obscure some of her tattoo. She looked down at them and screamed again, the sound thin and ragged before the hand around her throat tightened, cutting it short.

	“I won’t wait all night. You know as well as I that you’re in no position to bargain. You have a few seconds left to choose. Her life for yours.”

	Daymon looked at him square in the eye, determinedly avoiding anyone else’s gaze. “You’ll let her go if I give myself up, without harming her at all?”

	“Highness!”

	He ignored the cries that came from around him and focused on the man still gripping the child licked his lips nervously.

	“Nor anyone else here?”

	“That’s right. That’s the deal,” came the answer.

	Daymon took another step forward. He bent to drop his sword to the ground, holding up his empty hands in a show of submission, though he refused to bow and break eye contact. He registered, vaguely, the sound of a woman weeping somewhere close by and hoped it was the child’s mother—hoped the girl had a family who was not afraid to love her.

	“I accept,” he said. “Now let her go.” He tried to block out the sounds coming from his men. His men, he thought resolutely. They must follow his lead, lest his plan put everyone at even more risk.

	“You come forward first. And if I see any of your men take one more step, I’ll kill her with no hesitation. Don’t think I won’t.”

	Chin up, Daymon walked forward, closing the gap between them. His own men were fewer than theirs in number, for how many could Daymon truly expect to fight
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