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Her legs were shaking. Emma had been in dozens of battlefields, faced all kinds of monsters, and she had never been afraid before, her body never failed her, and now her legs were shaking.

Oh, this wouldn’t be a fight, but it would feel like one. The eyes of the elven guards glaring at her made it more than certain. She had to stop herself from telling her troops to be ready. She glared at a couple of them to stop them from antagonizing their hosts. Elves and humans didn’t always get along, and tensions had been building between their nations during the last decade.

They should be allies. Theirs were the only two races that still existed in noteworthy numbers after the desolation, but maybe it wasn’t too surprising that they drifted off over the centuries. Life had been harsh, and what had once been a world of beauty and magic had become a desolate husk, with ruins of the old marvels spread all over the place. Magic had waned until it became rare, and much of the knowledge of old disappeared.

Monsters that hadn’t existed before the desolation roamed the land, and resources became scarce.

It had been a thousand years since the barrier between realms broke, since the beings of the Abyss invaded their lands and destroyed everything in their path, but their world hadn’t recovered yet. It probably never would, not completely. Some argued magic would never be the same, that the power the heroes of old wielded had broken something in it, or that the abyssals had harmed it somehow in a last attempt at winning the war.

Emma didn’t know, and she doubted anyone would ever know for sure. What she knew was that her father sent her to the elves, hoping they would help them with the current crisis. Well, not help exactly, they didn’t need help to deal with a band of monsters, or it was better to say they wouldn’t if the monsters weren’t fleeing into the Eternal Forest after their attacks.

That wasn’t exactly normal. The elves usually tracked down and killed the monsters in their land. They had done so until recently, but there was something different about this group. They seemed smarter than usual monsters.

Part of her blamed the elves for the deaths of her countrymen.

It was with great effort that Haven tracked every monster they could find, many of their soldiers dying in the task. The elves should be able to do the same.

She sighed after that thought. Maybe she couldn’t blame them too much. Lately, Haven was stretched thin. Some isolated villages had to be abandoned. From a certain point of view, keeping those villages had always been a waste of resources. It was better to consolidate their numbers close to the capital, but it would be farmland that would go to waste.

Anyway, if the elves were being incompetent or careless, it didn’t change the situation. And it didn’t change the fact it was better for her to be diplomatic, force the elves to do their part, and get leave to use their lands to put an end to the slaughter. Force them to acknowledge their guilt in the matter.

Eventually, the royal guards moved aside and gestured for her to advance, though the way they glared at her showed they would prefer not to. They couldn’t stop her. She was a princess, third in line to the throne, and a diplomatic envoy sent to talk to the elven king. Stopping her would only ensure the relationship between their nations worsened.

Her guards were another matter. They left their weapons at the entrance of the palace, and most of her retinue stayed behind. Only four of them entered with her, and now the elven guards stopped them. She glared at their pettiness. There would be dozens of elves around King Eliasch, and he was a fairly dangerous opponent himself. Did they think she had come all this way just to die in some foolish attempt on their king’s life?

Maybe they did. The elves she met over her life were arrogant, believed humans were just slightly less dumb than one of the monsters that wandered around killing everything in sight. Maybe they were stupid enough to believe she would waste her life in an attack condemned to failure.

She breathed in and out before crossing the doors into the throne room, trying to regain her composure. Elves were arrogant, they believed themselves superior to humans, and she wouldn’t let them look down on her, but she couldn’t behave as a barbarian. She would be charming; she wouldn’t do anything that would make them brush her worries and the reason that brought her here aside. It was easier said than done. The anger inside her chest burned hot, and the sight of the throne room didn’t appease her.

Oh, it was an impressive sight, there was no doubt about that. Almost everything the elves built in their forests used the trees in the construction, they molded them with knowledge of old, making them grow in the forms they needed them to. The throne where King Eliasch sat was a bundle of twisted roots entwined with one another, and flowers seemed to grow from the side of it. Someone who knew nothing of the man that sat upon that seat might laugh at him, but Emma wouldn’t.

King Eliasch was almost three hundred years old, something most had difficulty believing. Once upon a time, the elves were ageless, but as magic waned, so did their longevity. Nowadays, elves were lucky if they lived until they were a hundred and fifty. Eliasch was twice as old as that, and he didn’t look older than a middle-aged elf would. There were rumors that he found a way to prolong his long life, but Emma didn’t know if she believed it.

Some on Haven were still born with extraordinary abilities, with a power that would be common amongst the peoples of a thousand years before, but now seemed otherworldly. Emma was one of those, or so said many of her tutors, and she could easily believe the elven king was another one like her.

His blue eyes roved over her and made her fidget before she noticed what she was doing and straightened, meeting his gaze head on. She wouldn’t let anyone intimidate her, even if deep down she didn’t think that was what the elven king was trying. He was studying her, yes, but it seemed out of genuine curiosity, and she could understand that. For almost two decades, every contact between their kingdoms had been through diplomats, for the member of one of the royal families to contact the other...

It was strange for Emma to come on a task like this, and Eliasch would probably think the same unless he was aware of something she wasn’t.

Could the elves somehow be behind these attacks? The thought crossed her mind before, but she knew it unlikely. It made little sense to take such risks to ignite a confrontation between them. Elves didn’t like humans; humans didn’t like elves. The two races tolerated one another, but there was no love between them. If Eliasch wanted a war, he could have pushed for it many times before.

Still, if there was any danger, her death wouldn’t be a tragedy, not for Haven. She was only the third in line to the throne; she had an older brother and an older sister who would seat on the Throne of Crows before she did. Eliasch wouldn’t gain anything of note by killing her here.

Something complained in the back of her head. Her father had acted strange when he gave her the missive to entreat to the elven king. She didn’t know what the documents said exactly, and the hesitation that framed her father’s figure as he gave them made her weary.

Still, there was nothing to do. She wouldn’t dare disobey her king. He gave her this task, and she would fulfill it.

“It’s been a long time since one of your family has stood where you now stand, princess.” Eliasch’s voice was deeper than she expected it to, and she blinked for a moment, before gathering herself and stepping forward. “What brings you to my kingdom?”

His tone was almost gentle, and Emma felt the urge to narrow her eyes. There was no reason for the elf to be gentle with her. Once more, she felt there was something else at play, and she didn’t know what it was, but it certainly wasn’t for her benefit.

“My father bid me to come to your majesty with a matter that concerns the lives of our citizens. Monsters have been attacking our outlying villages, and we’ve tracked them to your forest. We can’t follow them without breaking the treaties between our people’s.”

A few of the attending elves mumbled at that, and Emma resisted the temptation to look away from the king and study them. Maybe they would have given her a glimpse of what they thought about it all, unlike him. The only sign Eliasch even heard her words was a slight tightening of his eyes.

She didn’t know the man well enough to understand what that meant.

Silence followed her declaration. Elves looked at her as if trying to figure out if she was telling the truth, and she met their king’s gaze, trying to appear as unbothered by it as she could.

He raised his head and narrowed his eyes. He almost seemed to see something, and Emma blinked, barely resisted the urge to look behind her and see if there was anything of note there.

She waited for the king to say something, and as she did, her eyes absently moved to the female standing near his throne. Her eyes narrowed imperceptibly. She knew who that was; it wasn’t hard to see the similarities she shared with the king. The same hair, long nose and pointed chin, the same eyes. Even the ears were the same. Oh, there were differences. Where the king had a smooth face, the woman had the markings of a soldier, what seemed to be a flowing scar on
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