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            Chapter One

          

          Avvyr

        

      

    

    
      Avvyr brushed an invisible speck of dust from the sleeve of his black, Snapdragon-embroidered tunic. He leaned back in his chair, wrapped in a cocoon of silence as he observed Ursten’s struggle to regain some focus.

      After the three hours they had already spent here, the entire chamber was saturated with the sour smell of wine that oozed from the Lord of Equanthal, carrying the remnants of the previous night—the same remnants that echoed in the man’s bloodshot eyes.

      The stench was getting on Avvyr’s nerves to the point where he almost regretted ensnaring Ursten in the intricately woven web that had been the party.

      His entire body screamed to rid himself of Ursten’s presence, but—like the feast—the slow approach was a necessity.

      He had worked too hard to provide the circumstances where there would be only them—without the intrusion of guards or pages—to let it slip through his fingers now. Even if he was irritated.

      With Ursten being the man of character that he was, and with the unnerving lack of privacy they had had so far, the energy he had forced into the Lord of Equanthal hadn’t been enough to overpower the man entirely. Even after weeks of spending nearly every waking moment in his company, after weeks of weakening him with a carefully distributed supply of wine and local brews, there was still a part of Ursten that was resilient.

      But not for long.

      Avvyr could see that spark of individuality slowly diminish, the lord’s cooperation more willingly granted with each passing day. But, with the residue of the consumed alcohol clouding the man’s mind, gathering information was a process that almost bordered on pain.

      “You were speaking about the southwestern part of the land,” Avvyr pressed, trying to prevent his growing annoyance from seeping into his voice.

      He unscrewed the bottle of brandy sitting at the edge of the desk and filled Ursten’s glass, keeping his movements small, unobtrusive.

      “We have covered the natural resources, but how are the roads there? Are they sufficiently developed for maneuvers of a larger scale?”

      Lord Ursten’s weary sea-green eyes met his for a moment before the man hunched over the table, trailing his fingers on the detailed map that was pinned to the spot by two gold paperweights.

      “This road here”—he pointed to the one closest to the shore—“is good enough for heavier carriages. This one”—he moved his finger up—“would work as a secondary route, but there are some parts with gravel…”

      His eyes glazed over once more.

      Avvyr let out a heavy, silent breath. “How long are those stretches of gravel? Lord Ursten?”

      The man blinked. His head swung from side to side as if he wanted to shake off the daze, then cleared his throat and sat up straighter.

      “Only three spots.” Ursten frowned, peering down at the map. “None of them longer than one hour, perhaps an hour and a half of carriage travel.”

      Avvyr nodded, inscribing an annotation on the edge of the thick paper.

      “What about the western side of Equanthal? I know of the land you have offered Maer there—a good bargain. If you ask my opinion, the prince should have gone for it. However, I’m curious about the one lying north of it?”

      Ursten scratched his stubbled beard, submerged in thought. Just as he opened his mouth to answer, a knock sounded on the door.

      The sharp, heavy rap crashed through the room.

      Ursten’s body jerked uncontrollably in response to the sudden intrusion. Eyes closed, he pressed a hand to his forehead, then proceeded to massage his temples in a slow, soothing rhythm.

      Avvyr watched the disgrace that was the Lord of Equanthal for a second longer before he pivoted towards the door and barked, “What?”

      Nasel, the head of his personal guard, stepped into the chamber, immediately lowering his head into a bow.

      “May I have a word with you in private, Your Majesty?”

      Avvyr flashed the guard a hostile glare, but stood from his upholstered chair. Ursten was still rubbing his forehead as he eased out of the study and closed the door behind him.

      “I have explicitly ordered not to be disturbed while I conduct my business,” Avvyr hissed. “You of all people should know better than to go against my command.”

      Nasel, however, didn’t flinch at the hard tone of his voice. After all, he was the head of his personal guard for a reason. And that was precisely why the man didn’t bother stalling with more formalities than was absolutely necessary. Not even apologies.

      “The servants that were on breakfast duty this morning reported that Andalia Narrsen is missing from her chambers, Your Majesty,” Nasel said calmly.

      “And?” The anger inside him grew. “You have your orders. Or do you need me to hold your hand?”

      “We have already searched the castle, as well as the wider grounds, Your Majesty. She isn’t here.”

      Avvyr pinned Nasel with a heavy stare. “Have you tried locating Maer? More than likely you’ll find her in his company. If not… He’ll know where she is.”

      Recognizing the dismissal for what it was, the guard gave a curt nod and spun on his heels, the hard thud of his boots already echoing down the hallway. Avvyr turned back towards the door, his hands balling into fists.

      If this disturbance had interfered with what little concentration Ursten had managed to muster up before, he fully intended to have Nasel’s head for it. Personal guard or not.

      This ordeal had stretched on for long enough as it was. He had no intention of spending even a single moment more in Ursten’s company than was absolutely necessary. Experiencing a setback now, just when they had made some progress in the past few hours, would be unacceptable. With only three more topics to discuss, he wanted to be done with the meeting and the infusion of the swirling darkness in time for lunch.

      Releasing another breath, Avvyr stepped into the chamber. He strode across the room, retaking his position in the chair next to the window.

      His gaze wandered across the mountains that loomed in the distance, his mind going blank as he released the annoyance, the anger, and settled in the familiar state of an all-encompassing, calm void he had perfected over the centuries.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Ursten drop his hand from his forehead and curl his fingers around the glass of water positioned at the far end of the table.

      “Not feeling well?” Avvyr commented as the other man took a careful sip. “A shame. I wouldn’t have opened the brandy if you had said so earlier.”

      He lifted the glass of liquor, the amber liquid catching the natural light.

      “Aged in the best oak barrels, carefully matured over the span of two and a half centuries. I assure you, there is none quite like it.”

      Ursten’s skin gained a faint green hue as he observed the glass. Slowly, Avvyr placed it on the edge of the table, but not out of the other man’s reach.

      “Such a shame,” he said again, then picked up his quill. “So, you were saying?”

      The lord of Equanthal started to ramble on about the land in incoherent sentences, with more pauses than words holding them together. Occasionally, Avvyr would mark those few useful things that spilled from the man’s mouth on the side of the map, then continued to only half listen whenever Ursten lost his train of thought once more. The circle seemed to have infinite repetitions. Each time it concluded, only to start again, Avvyr found that he was losing the battle to keep himself from tapping his fingers against the desk.

      He wasn’t an impatient man. But he wasn’t patient just for anything, either.

      Incompetent and weak minds were firmly in the latter category. But so were minds that allowed themselves to be weakened—that had iron strength, but only to a point.

      It was the curse of his work. Needing what he despised.

      If these feeble individuals weren’t such a vital part of his plans, he would have gladly disposed of them all and gave himself some much needed solitude.

      As it was, every predator had its prey. Or was forced to create it, if its natural supply was lacking.

      “If I remember correctly from my last trip through your land,” he cut in after a particularly long mess of Ursten’s babbling, “there is a direct line running along the shore, as well as another that cuts through Equanthal from the port?”

      Ursten straightened up, a sense of clarity returning to his eyes.

      “That is correct.” He nodded and braced himself on the armrest. “But the one from the port branches off into three separate paths, with the central one being the most frequently used.”

      Scribbling down the information, Avvyr’s next question was silenced by another knock. His fingers tightened around the quill, a low anger burning in the pit of his stomach at the interruption. He had just gotten Ursten to cooperate…

      He sighed through his nose. “Yes?”

      Nasel stepped into the chamber. He bowed, then simply jerked his head to the side in silent answer to Avvyr’s unspoken question.

      “Excuse me,” Avvyr muttered to Ursten as he stood, smoothed the line of his tunic, then strode into the adjacent chamber without waiting for a reply.

      He swiped his set of keys from the ornate, dark wood dresser, pinned them to the waist of his pants, and returned to the study. As he moved towards the door, he placed a hand on Ursten’s shoulder. He hated the touch, but was left with no other option, given the man’s resilience. He willed a subtle amount of energy to leave his body and seep into Ursten’s flesh.

      “I’m afraid we will have to reconvene in the afternoon.”

      The Lord of Equanthal twitched at the contact but gave a silent nod. Avvyr let the darkness flow for a moment longer before he reeled it back in and dipped his chin at Nasel, signaling the guard to wait outside.

      “A servant will escort you from the wing,” he said to Ursten, then walked into the hallway.

      The annoyance and anger that lurked within him now surged through his body, warming his skin and deepening the wrinkles on his forehead. Avvyr could feel the muscles there tensing, felt the beginnings of a headache stir in his temples. He pressed his mouth into a thin line.

      “Report,” he barked.

      Nasel’s voice sounded without hesitation. “The Crown Prince wasn’t at the meeting he was scheduled to attend. Nobody has seen him since last night, when he exited Narrsen’s chambers.”

      Avvyr let out a long breath.

      Maer would return. Whatever madness had driven him to leave the castle, he would return.

      He was too naive, too righteous and dedicated to his people to stay absent for a longer period of time. And when he did, Andalia would come with him.

      It hadn’t escaped his notice just how the princess looked at his son; he had seen the attraction, the kinship between them. Where one of them was, so would be the other.

      No, their absence didn’t worry him much.

      After all, he had had Essan’s teenage years to acquaint himself with the folly of youth before he had chained him to the darkness.

      But it was unacceptable that nobody had noticed the pair was gone until such a late hour of day. With Maer, he could almost understand. His son had foolishly taken to dressing himself and eating in the great hall like some commoner, effectively minimizing the surveillance he would otherwise have on him. Andalia, on the other hand…

      “Have you gathered the guards monitoring her chambers?” he asked Nasel as they walked side by side down the empty corridor.

      “They’re coming as we speak.”

      Avvyr didn’t answer, merely focused on containing the anger at just how incapable the people surrounding him were. Since he had been forced to cut his meeting with Ursten short, he would have to pick up the pieces in the afternoon, pouring even more hours into getting the man precisely where he wanted him. And, as much as he hated to admit it, doing so was exhausting.

      He longed for the comfort of solitude, for the quiet and calm in which he could hear himself think, and not busy himself with imbeciles who refused to bend to his will or the ones needing a guiding hand to simply fulfill their assigned tasks.

      Unacceptable. All of it was unacceptable.

      As he turned the corner, he spotted the two guards loitering on the landing. Silently, Nasel moved to stand by his men, the guards snapping to attention and promptly lowering their heads into a bow.

      “Speak. Now,” Avvyr commanded.

      Vanteq, the younger of the two, took a step forward. “Your Majesty. Ossian and I were at our station the entire time since the rotation last night when we had also checked on the princess upon the Crown Prince’s departure. She had retreated to her bedroom and nobody had entered her chambers until early morning. The handmaiden, Eleara, was the first. Half an hour after she left came the servants.”

      “And the woman didn’t report anything strange?” Avvyr asked dryly.

      “No, Your Majesty.” The guard shook his head. “Nothing in her demeanor suggested anything was amiss.”

      His gaze drifted to the second of the guards. “And you?”

      “What Vanteq said is the truth.” The guard looked down, his eyebrows coming together.

      “Although,” he continued, not quite meeting Avvyr’s eyes, “the chamber was somewhat quieter than normal during Eleara’s visits.”

      Pursing his lips, Avvyr gave the men a nod. “Head back to your station and keep watch should the princess return. A guard will be with you shortly, bringing further instructions. Do not leave your post before he arrives. Understood?”

      Vanteq and Ossian bent their necks into a bow, then turned on their heels and darted in the opposite direction.

      Once they were gone, their footsteps lost between the thick walls of the castle, Nasel turned towards Avvyr. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Question every guard on the grounds again. Conduct a timeline of their disappearance. Detain the handmaiden, as well. I want to know everything she saw and heard—if there was anybody beside her in that chamber at all. Should my son and his betrothed fail to return within the next hour, send Irean to the wing. I want those two imbeciles on search duty in Yvvla.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      Avvyr ignored the man’s bow and pushed past him, heading towards the stairwell. He marched by the various councilors hurrying about the castle without sparing them a single glance, his mind pounding from the unexpected development delaying his plans.

      Quiet. He needed some quiet.

      Occupied by his thoughts, Avvyr found himself by the entrance to the vaults in record time, the keys a calming presence in his hand.

      “Any disturbances?” he asked the lean guard stationed by the solitary door.

      “No, Your Majesty,” the man chirped at once.

      Avvyr pinned him with his gaze, letting him feel the full weight of his dark eyes drilling into him. He had had enough of incompetence for one day. If he had to deal with one more person’s failures…

      But the guard stuck by his answer and moved to the side, letting him pass.

      “I’m not to be disturbed,” Avvyr snapped before he unlocked the door and pushed into the long, narrow corridor.

      The torchlight he had snatched by the entrance cast flickering shadows across the stone walls, their dance made even more prominent by the wind his rapid strides generated. He unlocked the antechamber, turned left, and pushed through three more doors until he was standing by the dusty back wall of the farthest chamber within the vaults. He slid the ninth key into a slit in the rock, then pressed his palm against the cool surface, setting the mechanism in motion.

      Gold light bathed him as the wall eased to the side, and Avvyr closed his eyes, allowing the coveted silence to fill him, to let him taste the pride of his creation. The pride of all he had achieved.

      No lords. No ungrateful sons.

      Only him.

      He stepped inside, his right hand automatically reaching to hook the torchlight into the stand by the door. But as he opened his eyes, his entire body went still.

      He stared at the center of the chamber, at the glimmering gold of the pedestal…

      And the shackles lying on the glimmering floor next to it.

      Empty.

      The chamber was empty.
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          Maer

        

      

    

    
      “What’s wrong with her?” Maer looked down at the frail, blonde woman who lay crumpled on the floor.

      She had just…collapsed, the gentle thud of her body as it hit the cold stones the only thing alerting him and Andalia that something was amiss as they prowled through the darkness of Yvvla’s streets.

      He angled forward, taking in the woman’s closed eyes and heavy breaths. The thick overcoat he had wrapped her in once they had cleared the subterranean levels only made her appear smaller, weaker than she had been when he had laid eyes on her in the room of gold.

      “She seemed fine before,” Andalia whispered as she knelt by the woman’s side.

      She lifted her up, the prisoner’s body soft and boneless in her arms.

      “I think she just fainted. Who knows how long she’d been kept down in that cell…”

      Her voice trailed off, but Maer didn’t need to hear her speak to know that she was remembering her own imprisonment beneath the castle.

      He didn’t even want to think about all the time he had wasted.

      For both of them.

      Dispelling the thought, he crouched and observed the autumn blotches on the woman’s face, trying to see if there was any change in the discoloration. Despite the cruel design of her prison, the blotches covering her body were the only thing visibly wrong with the woman. The state of her skin had startled him, especially when he had removed the iron mask from her face and witnessed the markings there. But the shock he had felt at the sight made him remember their pattern, and he knew it remained precisely the same even now.

      Whatever the discoloration meant, it wasn’t the reason behind her sudden weakness.

      As he took in the crescent fall of the prisoner’s thick lashes and the restless eyes beneath her lids that spoke of discomfort, Andalia pressed her hand against the woman’s forehead. The mercenary shook her head and reached down to measure the woman’s pulse at the wrist.

      “Here, hold her,” Andalia whispered once she was done.

      She moved to the side, making room for him to take her place.

      He was drawn to the clarity, the calmness of her grass-green eyes that obliterated the misty tendrils of panic coiling in his chest.

      Without hesitation, he sat on the cold stones, shifted the tri-bow’s position on his back, and eased into Andalia’s place. Carefully, he wrapped his hands around the woman, bracing her limp body against his chest to cradle her protectively, as one would a child.

      “I’ll go and find some water,” Andalia said.

      He looked up at her and nodded. The mercenary princess stalked down the alley, keeping to the generous shadows the streets of Yvvla offered under the cover of night, and disappeared out of sight as she turned the corner.

      Although Maer knew Andalia could take care of herself, probably better than he ever could, worry still gnawed at him.

      It had been pure impulse that had driven him to bring her down into the vault, to show her the power of the kingdom, as his father had put it…

      He couldn’t pinpoint the exact reason.

      Somehow, it had all just clicked.

      Andalia’s confession about what had happened in Vanas, the painful recollection of what his brother had become, the king’s manipulations, so extensive they were almost impossible to believe, the children-soldiers in the dungeons.

      It had all just clicked somewhere deep inside him, and, like with Andalia’s trial, he trusted the voice bellowing in his mind, urging him to act.

      He had merely wanted to show the prisoner to Andalia. Perhaps hoping that she could help him understand what it all meant—what his father’s actions meant, as well. But when they had reached the chamber of gold…

      He had known they had to get her out of that cell.

      Had known that this woman was somehow the key to it all, even when he couldn’t fathom what her role was, exactly—aside from being a pawn in the king’s games, much like Andalia and him, only stripped of even that small amount of freedom the two of them still had.

      But one thing was certain. His father needed to be stopped.

      The loss of the prisoner would be the first step in achieving that goal.

      Yet his improvised plan could only take them so far.

      After he had busted out of Andalia’s chambers, he lost no time getting past the guard and into his father’s wing. With the purposefulness that had been rolling off his body, the man had done nothing more than bow and let Maer pass, undoubtedly believing he was running a late-night errand—something certainly not uncommon for him during the past months.

      As soon as he turned the corner, out of the guard’s sight, Maer made a beeline to his father’s study, slipped inside, and swiped the keys he had hoped to find there. Then, clearing the guard once more, he hurried outside to meet Andalia in the graveyard.

      As he had expected, the mercenary had come prepared and ready to do whatever was needed. Maer filled her in on the poor excuse of a plan as they snuck back into the castle. They waited for the opportune moment to overthrow several carts that were kept on the lower levels, then slipped into a darkened nook as the servants came running. Raised voices filled the previously silent hallway, the disagreement growing into a verbal fight that drew the solitary guard away from the vaults’ entrance.

      Maer thanked the Winds that his father decided to keep the royal treasury in a hidden location, rather than have an army of men guarding it. Even the one they had to coax from the door was a recent addition, put there only after Andalia’s arrival at the castle.

      As soon as the man in question reached the rattled servants, trying to stop them before they came to blows, he and Andalia rushed down the hallway and pushed into the vaults, not resting even for a second until they had entered the chamber of gold.

      The entire time, Andalia hadn’t said a single word, merely followed his lead, trusting his motivations and his plan. Even when he had decided to liberate the chained woman in the spur of the moment.

      Like a good warrior, a good soldier, Andalia had known the time for questions would come later, away from the grasp of immediate danger. And, somehow, the prisoner seemed to have sensed it, as well.

      The woman appeared to be intrigued by Andalia, her blue eyes never leaving the mercenary as they undid the chains on her arms and feet, then carefully eased her off the pedestal.

      Driven by the tight schedule, they stormed out of the vaults in perfect understanding, stopping only when they reached the entrance. Maer listened to the sounds coming through the slivers of space. If he had timed everything correctly, they were within minutes of the guards’ rotation. And with the voices still heard in the distance, the servants’ squabble had just begun to die down, which meant the man hadn’t had the chance to return to his post by the entrance.

      Sucking in a long breath, he opened the door and slipped outside, then signaled Andalia to take the prisoner ahead while he locked the entrance behind him. Halfway down, just beyond the bend, they squeezed into the deepest of the shadowed nooks that lined the corridor and waited.

      The woman had stayed close to Andalia, hiding behind her body in the long, long minute it took for the new guard to pass their hiding spot and clear the hallway. Even their breaths had seemed so painfully loud in the silence of the castle, broken only by the booted footfalls echoing from far away.

      They parted ways as soon as they reached the back of the castle grounds, with Andalia taking the woman into the woods that lay on the northern side while Maer snuck back into the castle to return the keys. Their disappearance would be noted in the morning, since servants still tended to Andalia, and he had a council meeting that demanded his attendance. But with the keys in their designated spot, hopefully his father wouldn’t notice that anything else was amiss. Not immediately, if the Winds were gracious.

      He had made a detour to the weapons locker and lifted a pouch of gold coins from his rooms before they regrouped outside. He only had a vague course of action in his mind as they stalked through the snow-covered terrain of the forest, making their way to Yvvla’s outskirts.

      The town was nearly abandoned as midnight winked away, with only a few overseers braving the winter chill. But the deeper they went, trying to reach the town’s public stables, the more lone stragglers they met, and the slower the prisoner’s steps became.

      Until, finally, she had collapsed.
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      “What was I thinking?” Maer muttered, observing the woman who lay in his arms.

      He watched the blonde strands that fell down her shoulders, the rapid rise and fall of the woman’s chest. He had no idea how long his father had kept her in that rutting cell…

      He should have waited, formed an actual plan with Andalia instead of his mess of improvisations. But, looking at the prisoner now, at how fragile she seemed, he knew that he never truly had any other choice.

      He simply couldn’t fathom what his father had done to her.

      What he had let him do by not acting sooner.

      Concern and anger boiled inside him. Like with those children, he had known, yet done nothing.

      He had pushed the thought of her away; had accepted his father’s explanation that this chained prisoner was leverage in Avvyr’s games for power, a way to ensure Emberya’s growth.

      “It’ll be all right,” he promised her, wishing to the Winds that his words would come true.

      A shadow moved in the distance. Maer narrowed his eyes at the shifting darkness, making out Andalia’s slender, hooded form. She made no sound as she reached them and knelt on the cold floor, passing him a skin of water. Quickly, she fished out a cloth from beneath her coat and gave him that as well. Maer spilled the cold water on the torn piece of fabric, then proceeded to press it against the woman’s heated skin.

      As clear droplets twisted and flowed down her temples and cheeks, the woman’s eyes slowly fluttered open.

      She jerked, trying to get away from them, but once her gaze swept across their faces, her body relaxed.

      “Are you all right?” Andalia whispered softly as she untied the small satchel full of food she must have stolen along with the water.

      She offered the prisoner a slice of bread. “Do you need to eat?”

      The woman looked at her but made no reply. Andalia glanced at Maer and stashed back the bread when he gave her a small shrug.

      “Do you think you will be able to at least walk?”

      Eventually, the woman nodded, the slight confusion in her eyes replaced by silent gratitude that all but crushed Maer’s heart. He couldn’t believe he had waited this long…

      Andalia secured the satchel across her back and moved to slip one hand beneath the petite woman while Maer did the same on the other side.

      “We’ll help you rise now,” she said. “Just take it easy.”

      Inch by inch, they lifted her off the ground. The woman’s legs gave out more than once, but, eventually, they managed to get her upright. They hooked her arms around their shoulders and carefully started to walk.

      The woman’s feet, wrapped in a simple cloth, dragged on the cobblestones; she managed only a few steps at a time, and the slick, sometimes ice-covered stones didn’t help.

      They progressed through the pitch darkness of the many alleys that crisscrossed Yvvla at a cumbersome pace, often forced to stop to readjust their grip on her. The few lanterns that had survived the harsh winter winds and the violence that had spread over the past month illuminated the main roads, forcing them to keep well away; however, that meant their path to the stables was nearly twice as long.

      Too slow. They were too slow.

      They hunkered down behind a few large crates next to the main town market. Maer gently eased the woman against the wood to loosen his hold on her, and turned towards Andalia.

      “This isn’t working,” he breathed, motioning to the clock on the tower opposite them. “It’s already past two. Even if we manage to get to the stables before dawn, we won’t be able to put enough distance between us and the perimeter of the town. If my father decides to seal Yvvla, we’ll be trapped…”

      Andalia shifted on the balls of her feet, casting a worried look at the woman who was on the verge of unconsciousness once again, then focused her gaze back on Maer.

      He knew what she was thinking, could read it easily from the green pools of her eyes. If it were only the two of them, even with their limited provisions, they could attempt to use the surrounding mountains to evade the barriers. But with someone who could barely walk by their side, let alone hike, going that way simply wasn’t an option. Not even on horseback.

      Maer groaned and wiped away a stray bead of sweat. Despite the chilled air, his skin was heated from the strain of the evening, of the following hours in town. As well as the full weight of what he had done.

      He closed his eyes.

      He needed to calm down. Needed to think.

      Letting out a long breath, he let the reassuring weight of the feather around his neck and the tri-bow strapped to his back bring some clarity to his mind.

      They needed a faster way out.

      As the slightly panicked chatter of his thoughts settled, Maer delved into the depths of his knowledge, going over the maps of Yvvla he had seen so many times during his meetings, as well as studying in the privacy of his chambers. He searched every bit of information he had gleaned, but it didn’t change the harsh truth.

      Aside from the public stables, there were no other means of transport nearby.

      All the businesses kept their horses in that single, safe location out of fear that someone might steal the rare animals. Not that the security measures would be able to keep him or Andalia out. But as things were looking at the moment, the town’s horses would remain untouched for another night.

      Maer opened his eyes and shook his head. “I just don’t know⁠⁠—”

      “What?” Andalia whispered by his side, but he merely kept staring at the crates that were hiding them from sight.

      “That’s it,” he exhaled and met Andalia’s gaze. “That’s it. I think I’ve found our way out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Maer

        

      

    

    
      Thanks to his botched attempt at establishing trade with Armquet and Equanthal, Maer had also gained detailed knowledge of the schedules Yvvla’s merchants kept.

      There were regular deliveries running between the capital and the rest of Emberya every other day, and the wagons always left well before dawn. The somewhat better constructed roads branching out from Yvvla were easily maneuverable even in the dark, so the merchants tended to save the daylight for the dirt and gravel of the countryside—precisely where the three of them would be when their absence from the castle was discovered if they managed to hide themselves among the merchandise.

      The day was right, and the late hour of the night meant the merchants had already stocked the wagons for their early departure. Since they were kept in a secured lot in the dead center of the town, there was no reason to do the heavy work right before hitting the road.

      The chances of anybody catching them stowed away on one of the wagons were slim. But most importantly, the location of the guarded lot was far more convenient—and far closer—than the stables.

      Although his memory refused to divulge the exact destination of the wagons, Maer knew they would learn it as soon as they saw the markings on the crates. They would have enough time to construct a plan as they traveled. And, hopefully, by the time they arrived at the next town, the prisoner would regain some of her strength.

      With a dash of hope blossoming inside him, Maer led the way through the empty market, Andalia a silent presence on the other side of the half-conscious woman. They passed behind the carts stashed at the side of the square, then pushed on through the alleys behind Yvvla’s many bars and inns, vigilant for any workers who might walk out the back doors, clearing away the trash.

      But the town remained quiet, with barely a few voices drifting over to them—always from a safe distance.

      After half an hour of stalking down the sleek stones, they reached the last road before the river Assiya cut through the town, separating the eastern part from the west. Keeping to the wall of a rundown shop, Maer motioned Andalia to stay behind with the woman while he prowled towards the end of the alley and scanned the riverbank that opened up before him.

      The street was completely deserted, the deep shadows of night and the slithering tendrils of mist transforming the riverbank into a gloomy, haunting sight. It was only the bridge that bore any signs of life.

      Maer sighed.

      He had expected as much, but a small part of him had still hoped that their faint streak of luck would continue.

      He moved even deeper into the shadows, monitoring the two silhouettes of the town overseers.

      They were patrolling the iron curve of the bridge, blocking the passage to the small isle where the wagons were kept. If his
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