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      It was the deepest hour of the night.

      Rain and wind lashed at Feather Bay, turning its usually tranquil surface into a turmoil of white-capped waves. Merchant ships anchored in the seething waters listed heavily, pulling up hard against their anchors, spray soaking their open decks.

      The Shadowhawk stood still, hands folded loosely before him, voluminous cloak hiding his form. His attention focused on one ship amongst the many. Having arrived earlier in the afternoon with barely enough time to anchor before the storm hit, it had yet to unload.

      Anticipation kindled in his stomach with a slow burn that he savoured like fine wine. As the sensation unfurled and spread through his body, he remained outwardly still, ignoring the rain driving into his masked and hooded face and the wind tearing and clawing at his cloak.

      His gaze narrowed, tracking a moving pinprick of light on the deck—likely the handheld lantern of a crew member with the unenviable duty of checking everything remained locked down in the storm.

      Abruptly the Shadowhawk shifted attention, warned by a flickering in the shadows of the narrow alley to his left. His hand slid to the narrow blade he wore tucked into the small of his back.

      A man emerged. Familiar. Offering a slight nod as he came to stand at the Shadowhawk’s side.

      The Shadowhawk moved his hand away from the blade and slid his gaze back to the ship.

      “We’ve been watching the docks since The Merry Raven berthed. Two Falcons on board, with a shift change every four hours. Next shift change should be dawn.” The man’s voice was pitched above the sound of the wind and held no trace of nervousness or uncertainty.

      The Shadowhawk’s lip curled. Only two Falcons. “And your group is in position?”

      It was always a different group, each led by a different man or woman who knew nothing about the other groups. Each had a different way of communicating with him.

      And none of them knew the Shadowhawk’s face.

      “Awaiting your word.”

      The Shadowhawk nodded. “Wait a half-turn then follow me out. Make for the cargo hatch at the stern.”

      

      It was too dark, the weather too wild, for anyone to notice the shadow slipping over the starboard railing of The Merry Raven and making straight for the main hatch leading inside. It lifted easily, a faint light glimmering from below, but nobody shouted or called the alarm.

      The Shadowhawk dropped inside, crouching on the top step and securing the hatch behind him. Immediately the driving rain was cut off and he was left with only the roar of the wind and waves hurling themselves at the ship.

      At the bottom of the ladder, two narrow passageways led in different directions. The light was coming from under the door of a cabin at the end of the passageway leading straight ahead—probably the captain’s room.

      The Shadowhawk turned left.

      Darkness was his friend, and as he moved, he gathered the shadows around him, allowing them to shroud his cloaked form. He padded quickly through the ship, moving with the lurching of the floor under his feet. One lit cabin at deck level held a handful of sailors playing cards—presumably those on watch—but the rest of the crew should be below trying to sleep through the storm.

      He turned away. He needed to find the sleeping crew. They would likely be positioned close to the cargo hold, and despite the sound the storm was making, he couldn’t take the risk that they might hear him.

      He’d done this many times before, and it didn’t take him long to make his way down into the bowels of the ship and find the sleeping berth. Keeping the shadows close—anyone watching would see only moving darkness—he pulled the door closed and latched it.

      At the quiet snick of the latch falling into place he waited, breathing to stay calm. But nobody inside roused.

      He thought about going back up, locking in the captain and the sailors playing cards. But they were awake. If one of them heard him doing it or tried to leave… but the storm was loud. It was unlikely they’d hear anything happening down in the cargo hold. And if they did, well, merchant sailors weren’t soldiers.

      Decision made, he moved down the narrow passageway leading to the cargo hold. It was there he found his first obstacle—two armed Falcons standing guard on either side of the hatch.

      Not that either of them would strike fear into anyone trying to get in.

      The Shadowhawk couldn’t help the sharp smile of amusement that spread over his face at the sight. One was half-leaning against the wall, his skin a green hue almost matching the colour of his wings, his left hand clutching his stomach. The other just looked bored. Their immaculate teal uniforms and silken wings contrasted sharply with the rough wood of the ship’s interior and the dim light from two flickering torches further down the passageway, making them seem horribly out of place.

      Briefly he considered sneaking past them in the shadows. He discarded the idea the moment he thought it. The seasick one was practically standing on the hatch and the lamplight was strong enough to make the shadows surrounding him look unnatural if he stepped into it.

      A single steadying breath, and he summoned the deep, husky voice of the Shadowhawk. “I’ve got an arrow drawn and pointed at your heart. One move and I let loose.”

      He was unarmed apart from the knife at his back, the knife he never used, but they didn’t know that—he was utterly hidden by the darkness beyond the pool of lamplight. The two Falcons jumped, the seasick one adding a shade of yellow to the green tinge of his skin. The other one’s hand dropped to the hilt of his sword, but the Shadowhawk barked, “Don’t! There’s no need for either of you to die tonight. You know who I am. Do as I say and you live. Start walking backwards. Slowly. Arms up.”

      They shared a glance, neither willing to attack with the threat of an arrow coming out of the darkness at them, but still reluctant to leave their post.

      “My patience is running out.” His voice turned edgy, dark. “Start walking, or I loose this arrow. The second will follow before the remaining one of you can get anywhere near me.”

      His glance fell on the face of the seasick Falcon—a young man surely no older than twenty—and for a moment guilt tried to flicker. He squashed it ruthlessly.

      After sharing another glance, the two Falcons began inching backwards up the passageway, hands in the air, their wings making their usually graceful movements awkward and clumsy in the confined space.

      He moved them back until they reached a hold he’d spotted earlier, on his way from the sleeping berth. “Inside. Not a sound. Shut the door behind you. Go.”

      They hesitated only a moment longer, the seasick one swaying, clutching his stomach harder. The second one opened the door and shoved his comrade in before following suit. Once the door swung shut, the Shadowhawk moved quickly, dropping the bar over the doorway.

      The sharp scent of penned sheep had hit him earlier as he passed the doorway—the hold where livestock were kept would be one that could be barred from the outside, holding back any panicked animal herd trying to flee. A perfect place to trap someone.

      Besides, there was no small satisfaction in sticking the pretty winged Falcons in with stinking sheep.

      Mouth curling in contempt at their uselessness, the Shadowhawk returned to the hatch leading to the cargo hold, listening hard through the rain drumming on the deck above. Nothing else loomed out of the darkness, so he opened the hatch and dropped through before pulling it closed and securing it from the inside. It should prove a good enough obstacle if the crew on watch worked out what was happening.

      The two Falcons wouldn’t be missed until shift change at dawn, still at least two full-turns away. Once that happened, he wouldn’t have long before many more Falcons descended on The Merry Raven.

      The sheer number of crates stacked in the hold gave him pause—but his informants on the docks had told him they were all full of supplies of wheat from Montagn. His eyes tracked the dim interior of the hold until landing on the unloading door at the stern.

      He winched it open, ignoring its loud screech and the icy wind rushing in as the door splashed down into roiling ocean. Several two-man rowboats were waiting, rocking wildly on the storm-tossed waves. At the sight of the opening door, one of the boats came in closer.

      It unloaded four men into the hold. Seasoned sailors all of them, with the way they easily jumped the gap from boat to hold, not even a glance at the raging ocean below their feet. At a nod from the Shadowhawk they began working, dragging crates over to be loaded onto the waiting boats.

      By the time the third boat was full, shoulders and arms ached, but he gritted his teeth and increased his pace, forcing the pain to the back of his mind. When all the boats were filled with crates, he looked up at the sky. The rain and low clouds made it difficult to tell the time, but they couldn’t have longer than a half-turn before dawn.

      The first three boats were already almost back to shore as the fourth one turned and began following. The Shadowhawk straightened his aching back and looked up towards the citadel.

      It was time to go. Any longer and he’d risk getting caught. And he was too smart for that.

      Casting a regretful look at the remaining crates, he reached inside his cloak and drew out a carved wooden arrow, fletched in black. After carefully placing it on the floor by the hatch entry, he headed over to the cargo door and leaped across into the final boat. “Go, get out of here,” he barked at the rowers. “We need to make it to shore before light or the Falcons coming for shift change will spot us.”

      The wind was bitingly cold and the water hadn’t calmed. The two men at the oars struggled for what felt like ages against the strong current, the work made harder by how heavily laden they were. An edge of anxiety tugged incessantly at him despite his physical weariness—Falcons would be searching the water and shoreline relentlessly once they reached The Merry Raven at dawn and saw what had been stolen. And though he’d done this many times before, he never took for granted that one day he might be caught.

      Dawn was a faint pink glow on the horizon when they finally dragged the boat up onto the sand of a beach on the western headland of Feather Bay. Panting, aching, and stiff with cold, they all clambered out and joined the hive of activity around the other boats already ashore. They’d been pulled up high onto the sand, and more helpers were there to unload them and carry crates away.

      He recognised one of the rowers—a kahvi brewer in another life—and a handful of the others helping unload crates. It had been a while since he’d worked with this group, but they were well-practised and efficient.

      Apart from leaders of each group, he didn’t even know their names. And they had no more idea who he was than any other man, woman or child on the streets of Dock City. It was safer for all of them that way.

      As each boat was unloaded, its crew pushed them back out into the water and rowed south. Once the sun rose, they’d be nothing more than one of the myriad fishing vessels out to get the morning’s catch.

      None spoke to the Shadowhawk as he began helping to move the crates from the fourth boat into the backs of two large wagons. Dawn began inching across the sky, and the wind lost some of its strength, the pounding rain dropping to a light drizzle. They were tying down the load on the second wagon when a familiar figure appeared, stalking towards him with her customary confident gait.

      “You got my message.” He stepped away from the wagon to speak with her, not wanting any of the workers to overhear.

      “You would have been shit out of luck if I hadn’t,” she observed.

      True, but letting her know too long in advance… that was risky. He shrugged. “You know why I don’t give you more notice.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” She lifted a hand from where it had rested on the hilt of the dagger she always wore on her belt, dark skin blending with the dim light as she dismissed his words with a sharp gesture. Even soaking wet from the rain she was calm and collected. “The first wagon is already sorted, and we’ll have the rest away by midday. After I’ve taken the cut for my people, we’ll get the rest up north to Mair-land for you.”

      That was the usual arrangement. He used his people to identify the ships to hit and steal the supplies from. Saniya’s network hid and distributed the goods to those who needed it.

      “You never have told me how your ‘people’ are different to the rest of Dock City or Mair-land,” he said casually.

      “And I never will.”

      He barked a laugh. Fair enough. “And that’s why I’ll never give you advance notice. I don’t trust you.”

      It was her turn to laugh. “I don’t give a flying flea’s shit about your trust, Shadowhawk. It’s enough to know that neither of us could operate without the other.”

      “Shadowhawk!”

      He turned—the kahvi brewer was pointing southeast, where two winged figures were outlined against the ever-lightening sky, making directly for The Merry Raven. Scorn simmered in his gut—they’d clearly waited for the storm to calm before risking flight and completing their shift change.

      “Didn’t want to sprain a wing, I suppose.” Saniya’s voice mirrored his contempt.

      He turned away, gaze following one of the wagons as it trundled away. Satisfaction displaced the scorn and the lingering cold and exhaustion. There had been enough wheat in those crates to replace the yield destroyed in a recent avalanche that had badly affected several villages who relied heavily on farming for survival.

      But quick on the heels of his satisfaction came a burning shame. It wasn’t enough. He should be able do more, and hated that he didn’t have the courage for it. Sighing, he rubbed at the beginnings of a headache throbbing at his temples. Always the same argument with himself. It got old, and tiring.

      “Go, get out of here.” Saniya’s sharp voice dragged him from his thoughts. “I’ll make sure the last wagon is sorted before the Falcons start searching the beaches.”

      He nodded, taking a final glance at the remaining wagon before setting off with quick strides along the beach. Once out of sight of Saniya and the wagons he tugged off his mask, shoved it deep inside his tunic then shrugged out of the cloak and balled it up, tucking it under his arm.

      By the time he reached the waking streets of Dock City, he was just one of the crowd. An average, unremarkable human.
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      She’d allowed herself to keep one good memory from before. It was nothing special, and she rarely let herself do it, but sometimes, in her worst moments, remembering it would lift her depression just enough to allow her to breathe. To put one foot in front of the other. To get out of bed.

      The other memories she’d wrapped up and buried—as far away as she could push them—in the back of her mind. Those had the power to leave her gasping on the floor, unable to think under an overwhelming tide of grief.

      But this memory…

      It had been a perfectly ordinary summer afternoon. She’d walked into her Callanan partner’s house, through the back door and without knocking, as she’d done a million times before. Sari had been sprawled on the small, brightly coloured couch, one eye on her little son playing by the window and the other on a long sheet of parchment. Warm sunlight shone through the windows and the house smelled of tomatoes and salty sea air.

      Sari was already looking up with a grin before Talyn stepped through the doorway, warned of her arrival by their instinctive awareness of each other’s presence. Her pleasure at Talyn’s arrival was clear despite the fact they’d only seen each other late the day before, arriving back in the city after their latest assignment. An echoing pleasure had beat through her. Always like that. In perfect rhythm.

      “Ta!” Tarquin had heaved himself off the floor to wrap his chubby arms around her leg in greeting before going to join his father in the kitchen. A moment later, his voice drifted back, high-pitched with excitement, as he’d asked if he could help.

      Roan was cooking dinner—the source of the tomato smell. “Staying for dinner, Tal?” he’d asked, waving a wooden spoon around and sending sauce splattering to the floor when she ducked into the kitchen to say hello. Tarquin had shrieked with laughter. Sari had rolled her eyes, Talyn’s presence probably saving Roan from a sharp word.

      She had stayed for dinner. They’d talked and laughed over the food, then while Roan put their son to bed, she and Sari had sipped glasses of wine out in the garden, enjoying the balmy night. It had been easy, and warm and home.

      Her Callanan partner had died two months later.

      

      A sharp sideways step from the restless mare beneath her brought Talyn crashing back to the present. The mournful howl of baying hounds faded into the distance as the hunting pack reached the other side of the valley and entered thick forest. She touched the reins lightly, holding her copper mare in check.

      “FireFlare looks eager to run.”

      Talyn looked up at the man riding his grey stallion towards her, hoping he hadn’t noticed her drifting off. She gave a casual shrug, summoning a teasing tone of voice. “She’s the fastest here and she knows it. Greylord is going to have to get used to second place today.”

      There had once been joy—and smugness too—in having one of the finest pureblood Aimsir mares in the country, but that was gone along with everything else. It was hard to remember what those things had felt like.

      Ariar Dumnorix threw back his head and laughed. “Remember your place, Cousin. I am Horselord, and several years older than you.”

      His laughter eased something inside her. The ruling Dumnorix blood were a close-knit, powerful brood of whom much was expected, but there was something magical in the way they gave each other strength. She’d needed that desperately when she left Port Lathilly for Ryathl a year earlier—not that they had any idea.

      Ariar’s shock of golden hair, glinting with red highlights in the sun, wasn’t typically Dumnorix, but his unusually luminous blue eyes marked him clearly as one of them. Bright as starlight in a clear night sky. All Dumnorix had those bright eyes, a physical manifestation of that hint of magic that ran through all their veins.

      “You wouldn’t want me to let you win, now would you?” Talyn’s gaze roamed over the assembled nobility gathered on the plains outside Ryathl, waiting for the hounds to get the scent of a fox. “Uncle wouldn’t like that.”

      “I can’t believe he’s managed to drag himself out of that draughty palace for the afternoon.” Ariar’s incredulousness was exaggerated, but a smile still curled at Talyn’s mouth as they both glanced towards Aethain Dumnorix, ruler of the Twin Thrones. It was impossible to be completely depressed with Ariar around. She’d once been just like him.

      The king was in his mid-fifties, his curling black hair still showing no signs of grey, his amber eyes sharp and intelligent in a handsome, rugged face. Ariar constantly ribbed his elder cousin for his serious and reserved nature. Talyn was more forgiving—she shuddered at the thought of the heavy responsibility the king of the Twin Thrones must bear.

      “Six thrices, Talyn, you’re not paying a jot of attention to what I’m saying, are you?” Ariar’s voice interrupted her reverie. “Please tell me you’re not mooning over Tarcos Hadvezer.”

      Talyn started, cursing herself again. She had to stop drifting off. Ariar’s gaze was far too knowing for her comfort. She took his jibe and ran with it, summoning an irritated scowl. Tarcos was sitting his horse near the king. “I do not moon. Ever. End of story.”

      The distant baying of the hounds cut across Ariar’s response, and FireFlare leapt into a gallop before Talyn could even dig in her heels. She settled down in the saddle without thought, doing her best to give in to the momentary freedom of her mare’s speed and the wind whipping past her face.

      The Twin Thrones Aimsir were legendary for their riding prowess and the speed and agility of the horses they rode—used as a mobile archer force in battle, they spent peacetime hunting to supply the northern villages of Calumnia during the long, rugged winters when they were mostly cut off from the rest of the country. It was in tracking, chasing down and killing the dangerous kharfa—massive animals with thick hides used for clothing and meat that could supply an entire family for a week—that Aimsir had developed their skills in horsemanship and archery.

      Growing up in the north, it had been inevitable that Talyn would become Aimsir, and now it was impossible to remember a time when she hadn’t been one, even though she’d left home and the unending plains in the north that were the Aimsir heartland to join the Callanan the moment she was old enough.

      Ariar—who’d never left the Aimsir and had commanded them as Horselord for three years now—passed Talyn on Greylord within moments and took the lead as they raced across the open plains towards the forest in the distance. Aethain was in between Talyn and Ariar on his own Aimsir stallion, two of his Kingshield guards keeping close, their focus on their charge, not the hunt.

      But FireFlare was rapidly closing the distance.

      Talyn edged the mare out to the left, the wind tearing through her raven hair and bringing tears to her eyes. They gained steadily on the king until FireFlare was flying past him and closing in on Ariar. An echo of the old Talyn came rising to the surface, and she whipped her knife out from her belt, flipped it neatly, and tapped Ariar on the back of the head with the hilt as FireFlare raced by.

      Greylord had the faster acceleration but FireFlare was swifter than anything alive over longer distances.

      “Cheat!” Ariar roared good-naturedly at her, the wind ripping his words to shreds.

      FireFlare edged ahead of the pack, with Ariar closest behind, followed by Aethain and the handful of his Kingshield guard that could keep up as they hit the forest and pushed through.

      The nobles were left far behind.

      The baying hounds had a fox cornered in a wide clearing not far beyond the tree line. Talyn reached back for her bow, Ariar barely three strides behind her. Dropping the reins and controlling FireFlare with knees alone, she yanked an arrow from the quiver on her back, knocked the bow, and…

      The hiss from behind froze her mid-draw.

      Panic sprawled up through her chest in a torrent so forceful she literally couldn’t think. Then her logical brain caught up.

      Ariar had fired in the second before Talyn could. It was just his arrow flying through the air behind her.

      It hit the fox cleanly, two breaths before Talyn loosed her arrow, which buried itself in the fox’s side inches away from Ariar’s. Talyn guided her mare around in a wide circle, slinging the bow back across her saddle and trying to return her breathing to normal before her cousin noticed. Fortunately he was too busy letting out a loud whoop of triumph to do so.

      That was when the ruler of the Twin Thrones burst into the clearing, reining his horse in with easy skill once he saw the fox was already dead.

      “What was with the hesitation?” Ariar complained. “I thought you weren’t going to let me win.”

      Her heart plummeted when she realised he’d noticed. The panic threatened to return. She cleared her throat and lifted her left hand. “My wrist is still a little sore. Besides, I did win, FireFlare beat you here.”

      “Liar.”

      Talyn resolutely shoved the voice away. She was currently in a phase of pretending it didn’t exist.

      “But Ariar’s arrow landed first. He takes the win,” Aethain said, approval in his voice as he nodded at Ariar. Her cousin grinned in delight.

      “Thank you both for the outing,” Aethain continued. “Can you join me for lunch tomorrow?”

      “I can’t. I’m sorry, uncle,” Talyn apologised. He wasn’t technically her uncle—her mother was his first cousin—but the diminutive was easy. Those of Dumnorix blood never used titles when speaking to each other, even if one of them did sit on a throne with two countries under its rule. “I won’t have another day off for a while.”

      “Of course. The next posting assignments are decided next week.” Aethain’s amber eyes brightened. “I’m sure Lark will put you somewhere important given your background. You must be excited.”

      She wasn’t. In fact, the very idea terrified her. The Kingshield posted new recruits to guard details every six months. A broken wrist in sparring practice had gotten her out of the last one—the first since she’d left the Callanan and joined the Kingshield—but that excuse wasn’t going to work again.

      “I can’t come either. I’m off back to the mountains.” Ariar looked cheerful at the idea. “More brigands to slay, that sort of thing. We’ll do dinner when I get back though.”

      Aethain frowned. “Nothing too serious I hope?”

      “Not at all,” Ariar assured him. “In fact, we’re planning an assault on one of their main supply bases near Port Lathilly.” A sideways glance at Talyn. “One of the Callanan informants there came through in a big way.”

      She gritted her teeth. Ariar’s look told her the informant was one she and Sari had developed before her partner’s death. She tried to be glad their hard work in finding him had paid off, but she failed miserably. Her hands had tightened unconsciously on the reins, the leather cutting into her skin. She almost welcomed the pain.

      Aethain’s amber eyes settled on her a moment, as if he sensed some of her distress despite the mask she wore. But eventually he nodded. “Good work. Keep me apprised of the outcome.”

      With that, he wheeled his horse around to turn back for the castle.

      “Talyn?” Ariar asked, looking concerned. He knew the story, they all did, but after a year she’d developed a good enough pretence that they thought she’d moved on. The last thing she wanted was for them to realise how broken she actually was.

      “Try not to get hit by a poorly-aimed brigand arrow,” she said lightly. “Ryathl can be a drag without you around to liven things up.”

      “Don’t I know it! You just stay here and polish your pretty Kingshield sword like a good little guard and I’ll be back quicker than you think.” Lightly meant, there was still a hint of confusion in her cousin’s tone. Ariar would never understand why she’d left the life of an Aimsir to be a Callanan, and now a Kingshield. With a wink, he wheeled his horse and galloped away after the king. Soon after he was surrounded by his own Kingshield guard, who’d been left trailing valiantly in his wake.

      Talyn let out a breath. Being amongst her relatives made her stronger, calmer. But it also meant having to summon the effort to maintain a semblance of what she’d been before. Now, left alone in the clearing, she was both relieved and tired.

      Sighing, she turned FireFlare back towards the city. She had just enough time to wash off the smell of horse and change before a promised meet up with friends in the city.

      And somewhere between now and then she’d need to summon the strength for more pretending.

      That came sooner than she’d hoped. She emerged from the clearing well behind Ariar and Aethain to find Tarcos Hadvezer, the Firthlander prince living at Ryathl court, waiting for her.

      As per custom between the Firthlander warlord and the king sitting the Twin Thrones of Calumnia and Conmor, Tarcos had come to Ryathl three years earlier to live at court. Technically, he was a hostage, but nobody ever used that word. The Twin Thrones held sovereignty over Firthland, but Aethain, and his father and grandfather before him, essentially allowed the Firthlanders to run themselves.

      And to ease the sting, the Dumnorix often sent one of their brood to Samatia for a similar purpose. Ariar had spent five years there when he was younger.

      Tarcos’ smile was reserved, but his hazel eyes were warm against his dark skin. Unlike the wild hair and beards of the fierce Firthlander Bearman detachment stationed with him in Ryathl, he was clean-shaven and wore his dark hair cut short.

      He caught her gaze, and his faint smile widened slightly. She gave him a quick smile as she rode up to him. They’d been lovers on and off since they’d met during a brief assignment that Talyn and Sari had been given in Ryathl, but it had never been anything serious. There was no room in her for anything serious, not anymore, and he seemed happy with that arrangement.

      Not that her uncle would be unhappy if they were serious. A match between her and a Firthlander prince was about as perfect as it came, and she supposed one day it would be official. Imagining that day was utterly impossible. But she liked Tarcos a lot.

      “Is your uncle going to ensure you’re posted to his guard detail?” he asked eagerly as they began riding together back to the city.

      Talyn winced. She wished everyone would stop bringing that up. “No. In fact, he’ll do the opposite. We’re Dumnorix, Tarcos. Neither of us would appreciate him pulling strings on my behalf.”

      Thank everything for that.

      Tarcos sensed enough in her tone to let it drop, instead turning the subject to the hunt. She liked that about him—that he knew when to let things lie. And while she chatted with him about who had come first and last in the hunt, her mind turned over her options for how to manage what was coming the next week.

      Part of her rankled at the endless drill and sparring that had been her life in the year since joining the Kingshield. A much larger part was terrified she wouldn’t be able to handle returning to active duty. If anything happened like it had just then—when the sound of an arrow firing had frozen her and cost her the win—she’d never forgive herself. A lapse like that on active duty could lead to the death of her charge.

      Another sparring injury would be too obvious. No other ideas came to her, short of asking her uncle to intervene. That would mean telling him the truth, a conversation that was even more terrifying than getting posted to a detail in the first place.

      Tarcos seemed to sense her distant mood and left her at the city gates with a warm kiss and a promise to take her to dinner the next night.

      Her melancholy mood followed her all the way back to the Kingshield barracks, despite the ride and time with her Aimsir mare. Once she’d washed, she found herself standing at the window of her shared room. Outside, the sun was setting, soft orange rays lighting the courtyards and gardens of the Kingshield barracks in amber.

      Idly, she placed her palm on the window, savouring its cool touch. In the drill yard below, warriors wearing the black uniforms of the Kingshield called out to each other as they sparred. The emblem on their chests—a hundred tiny stars stitched into the shape of twin crossed swords—gleamed amber; almost as bright as the real things.

      Like stars in a night sky.

      Burn bright and true.

      The Dumnorix oath. She held that thought, kept holding as she breathed in deep.

      Leaving the Callanan to join the Kingshield at twenty-five was far from unheard of. The Kingshield—solely responsible for the protection of the ruler sitting the Twin Thrones and all others of Dumnorix blood—only accepted the elite from across the various Calumnian and Conmoran fighting units.

      But being Kingshield wasn’t something Talyn had ever planned on. She’d only ever wanted to be Callanan, to experience the thrill of battle, weapon in hand and adrenalin pumping through her veins. It had meant leaving her family farm and the quiet life her Dumnorix mother had won for herself when she’d withdrawn from court and its politics upon choosing to marry a commoner. It meant leaving the Aimsir and the joy of a fast gallop and the open plains. None of that had mattered, she’d wanted to be Callanan so badly. After all, it was in her blood. Her mother had been Callanan—the Dumnorix line was littered with Aimsir, Callanan and SkyRiders.

      But after Sari… she’d tried but couldn’t do it. She’d fled the Callanan and gone to the Kingshield.

      But what they didn’t know—her little secret, one that could destroy her if it got out—was that she didn’t want a posting. She wasn’t at all certain she wanted to be in a fight ever again. Wasn’t certain she could handle it.

      But she couldn’t let it go either.

      Curling her hand into a fist of frustration—would she ever stop dwelling?—Talyn stepped away from the window and cast around for her cloak.

      She was already late to meet her friends.

      

      Sari had been Talyn’s Callanan partner, but they’d had many close friends amongst the Callanan before Talyn’s abrupt departure, two in particular. It made the idea of spending time with Leviana and Cynia equally painful and comforting, and Talyn could never decide which was the stronger emotion. Most of the time it just hurt.

      Leviana Seinn was the only child of the wealthy and powerful Lord Rodrich Seinn, who had doubled his wealth and power overnight when he’d married her mother, one of the Firthlander warlord’s cousins. Talyn had met Leviana in Ryathl her first week after leaving home in the north, during a dinner hosted by Aethain.

      After that night, Talyn quickly decided she hated all such events. Too many prying eyes and questions on topics she found too boring to even contemplate. Leviana had been gorgeously dressed, a popular member of the young, elite set of Ryathl court whom Talyn had absolutely zero interest in joining.

      It had taken those members a total of about three breaths to give up on courting the friendship of the newest and most mysterious Dumnorix family member in town. Talyn supposed her conversation on the relative merits of daggers versus sais—at some point she was going to have to choose her specialist Callanan weapon—might have had something to do with that.

      She’d therefore been astonished to see Leviana standing amidst the small group of Callanan recruits the next morning at Callanan Tower.

      “Well, parties are all very exciting and everything, but I have to do something with myself.” She’d correctly read Talyn’s shocked expression. “Can’t sit around my father’s mansion all day for the rest of my life. I’d go mad with boredom.”

      Throughout their apprenticeships and all the years since, Leviana had maintained her involvement in the social set, often disappearing at night for parties or dinners, but she’d become a friend like all those in the small group training together had. She was also one of the fiercest fighters Talyn had ever encountered, especially given her tiny stature.

      And while Talyn and Sari had essentially partnered by the end of that very first day, it hadn’t been until graduation as full Callanan Warriors four years later that Leviana and another member of their small group—Cynia Leed—had formalised their partnership.

      Leviana and Cynia were already there when Talyn entered the overly-warm interior of their favourite inn. Both women smiled and waved Talyn over. As pint-sized as her partner, Cynia was also half-Firthlander, but whatever noble blood ran in her family was distant and generations back. She’d grown up on her family’s small farm just west of Ryathl.

      Off duty, Leviana was wearing a beautifully tailored dress which brought out her eyes and shining dark hair. Her shoes were similarly stunning. In contrast, Cynia wore a simple shirt and breeches, with the sleeves of her shirt rolled up to the elbows. They made a disparate sight.

      “How many knives have you managed to conceal in that thing?” Talyn asked as she took a seat. She couldn’t see any. In full uniform, Leviana usually had about ten of her signature weapons stored in assorted positions around her body. It had become a game to guess where.

      “Six.”

      Talyn snorted. “No way.”

      “I can show you if you like?” Leviana offered, beginning to reach down the back of her neck.

      “No, that’s fine.” Talyn lifted her hands in surrender.

      “I can confirm.” Cynia rolled her eyes. “She’s already explained to me where each of them is. To be honest, it sounds uncomfortable.”

      “Pfft. What’s a bit of discomfort in comparison to being prepared?”

      “For what?” Cynia asked. “A sudden brigand attack in the middle of Ryathl?”

      “You never know,” Leviana said airily.

      Cynia shook her head, then turned to Talyn, a teasing note to her voice. “Tarcos not with you?”

      “Tarcos had plans with some friends of his,” Talyn said firmly, shutting down Leviana before she could say whatever it was she was about to. If Leviana had her way, they’d have been married the moment they met. The words ‘perfect match’ were often bandied about. Talyn detested those words.

      “That’s good. It means we get some time with you, Tal.” Cynia smiled. “How have you been?”

      Talyn shrugged as she leaned back further into her seat. This was the first time she’d seen them in months—they’d been away in the west on assignment. “I’m good. The posting assignments happen next week.”

      “You’re more patient than I am.” Leviana made a face. “I’d have quit in high temper by now. Everyone knows how good you are. How is it they’ve still got you in drill training?”

      “You know they only post recruits twice a year. They like to make sure we’re thoroughly trained in guard procedures,” Talyn said mildly.

      “They should have posted you the moment your wrist healed. Your record speaks for itself.” Cynia was the ruthlessly practical one and saw through Talyn far more clearly than Leviana.

      Unconsciously, the fingers of Talyn’s right hand crept to her now fully-healed left wrist. She fought to keep her face bland, not wanting to confirm any suspicions Cynia might have about that injury. “Cynia—”

      “You’re one of the best.” Leviana burst out. “It’s a waste for you to be shut up in the Kingshield barracks doing nothing but polishing your sais. You and Sari were the best of the best—no Callanan out there could match you. That hasn’t changed.”

      Under the table Talyn’s hands curled into fists. “I don’t want to talk about this.”

      “Talyn.” Leviana’s voice softened. “I—”

      “We thought we were the best!” Talyn shot to her feet, trying but failing not to shout. “And she died for it.”

      The chatter filling the inn paused temporarily, those sitting closest swivelling in their direction to see what the fuss was about. Anger gone as quickly as it had come, she sank back into her seat, exhausted. “Please, I don’t want to talk about it.”

      Cynia silently reached over the table and took her hand. “Sorry.”

      Talyn shook her head. “I’ll be posted next week, all right? Enough.” She needed to change the subject. “Have you been given a new assignment yet?”

      “No, actually.” To Talyn’s never-ending relief, Leviana took the segue and ran with it. “It’s nice to be back in the city and have a break. I’ve missed so many parties—you wouldn’t believe all the gossip I’ve had to catch up on.”

      Talyn smiled, trying to lighten the mood. “Do you have any idea where they’ll send you next?”

      “We hear word there’s a trip to Montagn coming up,” Cynia said, keen interest edging her voice.

      “Montagn?” Talyn perked up. She’d never been there, but that was true of most residents of the Twin Thrones. A sprawling empire across the sea to the distant north, Montagn sat west of the small kingdom of Mithranar, her father’s birthplace.

      While trade was vibrant between Montagn, Firthland, the Twin Thrones, and to a lesser extent Mithranar, successive rulers of the Twin Thrones had historically refused to send a crown representative to Montagn for one compelling reason.

      They used slave labour.

      Cynia seemed to be following a similar train of thought. “I’m not sure what’s changed, or if anything has. This would be a Callanan liaison assignment only—not a formal crown representative—aiming to build relationships with the Montagni army.”

      “Even so,” Talyn muttered. Like all her family, she believed the mere idea of slave labour—the thought that the life of a person could be bought and paid for—was utterly abhorrent.

      “Whoever goes will likely have a chance to see Mithranar too,” Cynia added.

      “I still struggle to get my head around the idea of people with wings.” Leviana sounded fascinated by the idea.

      “It’s not all that different from our SkyRiders,” Talyn said. “And apparently they helped King Alendor during the Firthlander war.”

      Leviana and Cynia shared a quick glance. Peace had reigned between Firthland and the Twin Thrones for generations, but the time of war hadn’t been entirely forgotten, nor had the consequences. Aethain allowed Warlord Hadvezer a lot of freedom to rule, but the fact remained Firthland was effectively a vassal state of the Twin Thrones.

      Those like Leviana and Cynia, who were the product of inter-marriages between citizens of the two countries, hadn’t escaped the occasional ire directed their way by those who liked to dwell on the past.

      “If we got the Montagni assignment, we might get to see a winged person.” Cynia nudged Leviana excitedly. “They have magic too, don’t they? Do you know much about that, Tal?”

      “My father never talked about it much, but I think the winged folk do have some kind of magic.” She nodded. “He told me once it’s different from Callanan magic though.”

      “It’s odd how little we know about them, right?” Leviana frowned. “They really keep to themselves.”

      Talyn had never thought about it like that, but Leviana was right. And her father had always been so reluctant to talk about his home.

      “It might be a self-preservation thing,” Cynia suggested. “They’re a fairly small country with a great big powerful neighbour. Keeping a mysterious air, particularly about their magical abilities, might make anyone think twice about invasion.”

      “You really want to go that far away?” Talyn asked, trying to relax her grip on her glass. The idea would have once enthralled her—she and Sari would have leapt at the chance for such an adventure. Somewhere inside her that excitement was still there... she just didn’t know how to reach it anymore.

      “It would be so exciting to see a new place, and it’s only for a year,” Cynia said. “But the First Blade isn’t likely to send junior warriors. She’ll probably send one of the Callanan masters.”

      “You should go for it anyway,” Talyn advised. “You might not get it this time, but they’ll know you’re interested and hopefully they’ll remember that next time it comes up.”

      “Good advice.” Cynia flashed her a smile.

      A brief silence fell as they sipped ale and soaked in the lively atmosphere around them. Though they hadn’t seen each other in a while, Leviana had written often, and Talyn looked over at her as she remembered the big news her friend had announced in her most recent letter.

      “How is your mother?” she asked. Leviana had been an only child until her parents had announced several weeks earlier that they were expecting. It was a shock to everyone given their older ages, but Leviana had nonetheless sounded thrilled at the idea of a baby sibling.

      “She’s well, according to the healers. Father is desperately hoping for a boy.” Leviana scrunched up her face. “Then he might have the proper heir he’s always wanted.”

      Talyn and Cynia shared a look. Leviana’s parents hated that she’d chosen to join the Callanan and pressured her constantly to leave. Her friend didn’t talk about it much, but the pressure had to be stressful.

      “Be careful, Levs,” Cynia warned softly.

      “Why? It will be perfect. I’ll have a cute little baby sibling to fuss over and they’ll stop harassing me about leaving the Callanan.”

      Leviana’s voice indicated she wanted to talk about this about as much as Talyn wanted to talk about Sari, so Talyn pushed her half-empty mug away and rose. “I have early drill in the morning, so I should probably get going.”

      Leviana’s face fell, but neither of them challenged her abrupt departure. Cynia offered a cheerful wave. “We’ll make sure to come find you before we head out on our next assignment.”

      “Make sure you do.” Talyn managed a smile, then turned and pushed her way through the crowd, letting out a breath of relief when she reached the warm evening air outside.

      By the time she walked back through the busy city streets to the Kingshield barracks, weariness tugged at her muscles. She grew tired so quickly these days. Shaking off that depressing thought, she went through the gates, turning left for the barracks. But she’d only taken a couple of steps when one of the new recruits came running up.

      “Guard Dynan?” he asked. “The First Shield wants to see you.”

      “Now?” She frowned. The overall commander of the Kingshield rarely conducted business outside of daylight hours. It was even rarer that he called junior guards to his office for one-on-one meetings.

      “Yes, Guard Dynan. He asked me to wait for you here and send you straight up.”

      Once the recruit had run off, she stood, hesitating. A summons like this probably meant she was about to get early advice on the posting they’d decided for her, the courtesy no doubt due to her Dumnorix blood.

      “This is a good thing.”

      Her fingers crept to her wrist again. She hated the indecision that had her wavering in the middle of the Kingshield yard, hated that a big part of her wanted to ignore the summons and hope it just went away. And now she’d run out of time to come up with a way to get out of a posting.

      “You’ll be fine.”

      Firmly ignoring the voice in her head, she straightened her shoulders and turned for the building where the First Shield had his quarters.

      It was going to be fine.
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      The door to the First Shield’s rooms stood open. After straightening her black tunic and settling the leather weapons’ belt at her waist, Talyn knocked and entered.

      First Shield Lark Ceannar sat behind his desk, an expression of intense focus tightening his rough-edged features as he studied the parchment in front of him. His left hand hovered over it, blue ink pearling on the tip of the quill he was holding, an instant away from dripping down onto the page. Behind him hung the Dumnorix house sigil—the crossed swords on a black background wreathed in amber starlight and flame.

      Ceannar wasn’t nobility. He’d joined the Kingshield from the Calumnian army and risen through the ranks over many years, earning his place at the top. She’d seen him on occasion at palace functions, but they’d officially met only once, the day she’d been formally accepted into the Kingshield. She had little to form a solid impression of him outside the gossip of her fellow guards—that he was a good administrator, but blunt and uncompromising. He was also rumoured to have been one of the finest fighters the Kingshield had ever had.

      “Sir?” she prompted him when it became obvious he hadn’t heard her knock.

      Ceannar glanced up and waved her silently to one of the chairs before his desk. She closed the door and sat, trying not to shift uncomfortably as his attention returned to the parchment. Several minutes passed, and three drops of the ink—she counted—before he finally scratched something on the page and put it aside.

      Then he looked up. Faded brown eyes focused on her face, his look giving her the impression she had his entire attention, whatever the parchment contained completely forgotten. “I read through your file earlier, Guard Dynan. You’ve been with us just over a year, now?”

      “Yes, sir.” She nodded.

      “Your father travelled here as a sailor when he was a young man, then stayed after meeting your mother?”

      “Yes, sir. He fell in love with our country, as much as my mother.” Mithranar remained somewhat of an exotic mystery to most of those in Firthland and the Twin Thrones, particularly as it was home to the winged folk—humans with wings that allowed them to fly. Only the sailors who plied their ships back and forth with trading goods knew much about them. No member of the winged folk had yet to step foot in either capital of Ryathl or Port Lachley that she was aware of.

      But Ceannar already knew all this. It was starting to feel like he was easing into something, and he wouldn’t be doing that if it was something good. She tried not to tense.

      “Your record is impressive. You were an Aimsir rider from age twelve—startlingly young, even for a Dumnorix—before leaving the north at sixteen to join the Callanan.” His gaze remained unwaveringly on hers. “You have been described without exception as one of the most skilled Callanan to ever wear the green cloak. Why leave all that to join the Kingshield?”

      The question was delivered bluntly. Despite herself, she couldn’t hold that gaze. Her eyes dropped to her lap. “I’m sure you already know that I lost my partner, sir.”

      There was a moment of silence, but his blunt tone didn’t change when he spoke again. “I am aware. What happened was tragic. But why leave and join the Kingshield? Was it because of your connections with the royal family?”

      That was exactly why, but not in the way Ceannar thought, and she struggled for a satisfactory answer that wouldn’t give away what she was hiding from everyone. “Not really, sir. My mother formally removed herself from court and any political influence when she chose to marry my father. I was raised far from the court, and I don’t have any formal status here.”

      “But you’ve had audience with the king a number of times since your first arrival in Ryathl? You even attended the hunt with His Majesty and Lord Ariar yesterday.”

      “Yes, sir.” She shifted, uncertain of where this questioning was headed. “Political influence or no, they are family, and now that I am living in Ryathl I like to spend time with them.”

      Ceannar nodded as if her words answered something, though she couldn’t imagine what. He leaned back in his chair and folded his arms over his chest. His sleeves were rolled to his elbows and a long scar was visible snaking up from his left wrist to elbow. “I have a question for you, Guard Dynan.”

      “Yes, sir?” she asked warily.

      “How does one of the most skilled Callanan fighters of her generation break her wrist sparring against a Kingshield Aimsir recruit with no background in weapons’ skills apart from his bow?”

      It hit her like a blow. All the warming up, the going over her history, it had all been to lower her guard, but she hadn’t expected that it would be for this question. She froze, trying to come up with something to say. “I—”

      “Don’t even think about lying to me. Do that, and you’re out, Dumnorix family member or not.”

      His voice and expression were merciless, giving her no wriggle room and no time to think. Reluctant admiration filled her, despite the panic beating at her bones. “I made a mistake, slipped and fell badly. It happens.”

      That was technically true.

      “You fell badly on purpose and you know it. Quit hiding from yourself, Talyn.”

      She firmly pushed the voice away. Ceannar was still watching, clearly not satisfied by her answer and waiting for a better one. She desperately tried to think of something to say that would satisfy him without revealing how broken she was. “It was a lapse of concentration. It happens sometimes when I… when I remember what happened.”

      A muscle ticked in his jaw. “You won’t be part of the posting assignments going out next week, Guard Dynan.”

      She shot up in her chair, astonishing herself at the indignance sweeping through her. “Why not, sir?”

      “You’re being given a different assignment.” He held her gaze. “I am deploying you to Mithranar. The Acondor crown has requested a Kingshield guard be sent to Mithranar to assist in building their soldiers’ capability in guarding and close protection.”

      Thick silence fell as Talyn processed Ceannar’s words and then replayed them over in her mind to make sure she was hearing him properly. Then, she shifted in her chair, trying to keep the confusion from her face. “Why do they want a Kingshield guard now? And anyway, sir, I’m a new Kingshield without any active guard experience, wouldn’t it be best to send a—”

      “Let me be clear on something.” That merciless gaze was back. “I’m not giving you a choice here. You accept this assignment and all it entails right now, before we go any further, or I have a conversation with your uncle about my doubts regarding your injury and fitness for duty.”

      Her lip curled. “You’re blackmailing me.”

      Something flashed in his eyes, so briefly she barely caught it, but it might have been unease. “On the contrary. I’m your superior officer and I’m giving you an order. Do you accept?”

      “Yes.” She spoke without needing to think about it. She couldn’t have Aethain find out about her, the idea of it terrified her more than anything else, because it would make her brokenness real—if others knew, she wasn’t sure she’d ever come back from it. And that prospect was scarier than agreeing to go to a distant country without knowing why or what for.

      “Good.” But the unease flashed over his face again, stronger this time. “Before I go on, our discussion here tonight must remain within this room. I need your assurances on that.”

      Talyn glanced around, several things becoming clear. Why he’d summoned her at night. Why his clerk hadn’t been outside when she arrived. “I’ve sworn my oath to the Kingshield, sir. I would never betray that.” She frowned. “Speaking of, why is this request from Mithranar even being considered? The Kingshield only protect Dumnorix family members.”

      Ceannar’s gaze fastened on her even more tightly, and he paused again, as if reconsidering a decision already made. “The youngest Acondor prince—Cuinn Acondor—is a member of the Dumnorix family.”

      Her mouth opened. Closed. She tried not to shift in her chair. Failed. Her astonishment deepened, the unreality of the conversation making her wonder if she wasn’t dreaming. There was a Dumnorix in the Mithranan royal family?

      The First Shield read the look on her face, saw her struggle to form words, and continued. “I accept this comes as entirely unexpected news, Guard Dynan. Nobody outside this room is aware of Prince Cuinn’s Dumnorix heritage. There are good reasons for this, none of which I intend to go into with you. Suffice to say my initial intention was to deny the Mithranan request. This was also the king’s decision—the Kingshield are not to be farmed out to other armies. Our specialist expertise is for the benefit of the Twin Thrones only.”

      Talyn cleared her throat. “So my uncle doesn’t know about Prince Cuinn?”

      “Only I know. And all previous First Shields.” Ceannar gave her a look. “And now you.”

      Wonderful. “Then your decision to deny the request makes sense, sir.” What didn’t make sense was him telling her this.

      “That’s where it gets tricky.” He sat back in his chair, idly rubbing at the scar on his arm. “When the request was discussed at our regular council meeting with the king, the Callanan First Blade asked that the king and I change our minds. She asked that we agree to what Mithranar was asking for and send someone to gather information on their behalf—the Callanan appear to have recently developed a significant interest in a Mithranan individual called the Shadowhawk. The First Blade pointed out that the request from Mithranar offered the perfect cover for someone to go there and investigate.”

      “Sir, I...” She reached up and rubbed at her forehead, trying to make sense of the myriad of questions that wanted to spill out of her. At least it was now clear why she’d been chosen for this, and why Ceannar was sending her despite his doubts about her—he was being pressured from outside. Not only that, but as ex-Callanan she had the skills they needed for this. “Who is the Shadowhawk?”

      “The First Blade indicated that he’s a criminal, one whose activities have them worried. I’m afraid I don’t know much more than that.” His expressionless face told her nothing either. What could the Callanan have that would make them so worried about a Mithranan criminal they’d risk conducting a secret investigation in a foreign country?

      “Ooh, something odd is happening here, Tal.”

      The voice—Sari’s voice, she finally admitted to herself—whispered through her mind, and she pushed it aside, determinedly focusing her attention on Ceannar as he spoke again.

      “You will go to Mithranar officially as a serving Kingshield officer,” Ceannar continued. “As far as the king and First Blade are concerned, you are being loaned out—by me—to the Callanan to investigate the Shadowhawk on their behalf.”

      Sari’s voice wasn’t wrong. None of this made sense. “Sir, I’m sorry, but I left the Callanan. I’m not one of them anymore. I feel uncomfortable—”

      “It’s this or a conversation with your uncle, Guard Dynan,” he reiterated sharply.

      Silence filled the room for a moment. Anger curled under her fear. She’d never liked being backed into a corner, and now she was essentially putting herself there. Self-contempt and fear swirled inside her stomach in a bitter mix.

      “Prince Cuinn is Queen Sarana’s youngest son.” He spoke when she didn’t protest any further. “I assume he’ll already have some sort of guard, so you’ll do your best to join that unit, or at least be involved in their training.” He flashed an unexpected smile. “The First Blade now owes me quite a large favour without realising her request provides the perfect reason for me to send a Kingshield to Mithranar.”

      She cleared her throat. “What about Queen Sarana’s other sons? Won’t they need a Kingshield detail?”

      “Cuinn’s relation to the Dumnorix line comes from his father. He has a different father from his other siblings.”

      She blinked. “Sir, you don’t think the queen might suspect I’m there for other purposes than just training their soldiers? Especially if you and the king have agreed to her request without asking for anything in return.”

      The first glimmer of approval appeared on his face. “Your uncle has considered that. You are being provided to Queen Sarana in return for a shipment of izerdia, which is setting off for Port Lachley as we speak.”

      A handsome return indeed—izerdia was crucial to any sort of explosive material used in a range of purposes from mining to war. And it wasn’t cheap. However, that wasn’t the only problem she could foresee. “If I’m to be officially training Mithranan soldiers in close protection skills to guard the royal family, I’m not sure what opportunity I’ll have to investigate a criminal. In my experience, criminals don’t operate in the same sphere as royal families.”

      “I pointed out as much to the First Blade.” Ceannar shrugged. “She pointed out that being in Mithranar at all was a damn sight better than investigating from Ryathl.”

      “Yes, sir.” She nodded acknowledgement of that. “What about the fact I’m one of the Dumnorix? Izerdia aside, you don’t think the Mithranans might take exception—if not suspect my true purpose—if they found out a member of the royal family had been sent to train their soldiers?”

      “There’s no reason for them to find out unless you tell them. Most of the Twin Thrones doesn’t even know who you are since your mother left court before you were even born.” Ceannar stood. “As is usual for a Kingshield posting, you’ll be deployed to Mithranar for a year. I can promise you now that following this assignment you’ll be re-assigned here in the city if that’s what you wish.”

      Talyn’s mind reeled. Away for a year. Away from everything familiar to her. Away from her Dumnorix family. Maybe it would be good, to travel so far away from all the memories, from the gaping hole inside her.

      “Guard Dynan?”

      “Sir?” That heavy gaze was on her again, leaving her no room to look away.

      “I was never a Callanan, but I have some understanding of the depth and nature of a Callanan partnership bond.” He paused, that gaze on her the sharpest it had been all meeting. It shifted to her left wrist, then back to her eyes, flaying her to the bone. “Tell me that you can still be what you once were. The First Blade pushed hard for this, but tell me I’m not making a mistake sending you alone on such a complex mission without support.”

      “I...” Her fingers curled on the chair, everything in her wanting to scream aloud that she was terrified the answer to his question was no. “I’ll be fine, sir.” She spoke with a confidence she didn’t feel. Guilt swamped her at what amounted to a lie, followed quickly by fear. If she was wrong and something happened to Prince Cuinn… more than just her secret would be out.

      He nodded, releasing her. “You’ve been booked on a ship leaving tomorrow evening. I apologise for the haste. Good luck, Guard Dynan.”

      “Yes, sir.” She turned for the door.

      “One more thing.” His voice stopped her.

      “Sir?”

      “Prince Cuinn likely knows nothing about his Dumnorix heritage.” Ceannar paused. “In fact, his blood may not be obvious to you in the same way I understand it is with your relatives here. His Dumnorix heritage comes from a distant branch of the family tree that has been separate from yours for generations.”

      Her eyebrows shot skyward without her permission. A distant branch not connected to the one ruling the Twin Thrones. How was that possible?

      Ceannar ignored her response and continued. “Cuinn’s line have never had a Kingshield guard because it has always been safer that nobody know of their existence. Cuinn is the last remaining of that line. You are to do everything in your power to keep him from learning it. And before you ask any more questions—don’t. Remember that nobody outside this room is ever to know what I’ve just told you.” He returned to sit behind his desk. “Dismissed, Guard Dynan.”

      “Yes, sir.” After a beat, and still not quite understanding any of what she’d just been told, Talyn turned and walked out the door.

      

      After her conversation with Ceannar, Talyn toyed briefly with the idea of going to the palace to inform her uncle of her assignment. In the end she decided against it. Ceannar had heavily implied that the king and First Blade knew she was the one fulfilling the Callanan request. No, her uncle knew already. And he’d left Ceannar to tell her.

      Sighing, she entered her room and sat down to write a long letter to her parents. She wouldn’t even have time to travel north and see them before she left.

      Her mother wasn’t going to be happy.

      She wondered what her father would think about her being sent to his homeland. He had never spoken much about Mithranar, but growing up, she’d sometimes caught him staring off towards the north, a yearning in his eyes she hadn’t understood until she was older. She’d asked him about it once, and he’d told her with a smile that he was sometimes homesick.

      “They have such beautiful music in Mithranar, baby girl,” he’d said as he picked her up and cuddled her to his chest.

      “You just miss the music, Da?”

      “Well, I had friends there too.”

      “Do you want to go back?”

      He’d laughed and swung her around. “Not on your life. Why would I ever want to leave my girl?”

      She wondered what it was her father had yearned for, what he’d been missing, what made him so sad.

      Maybe she’d find out.

      

      Tarcos appeared in her doorway late the next morning. She already had most of her things packed, and a single bulging bag sat beside the door.

      “What’s going on?” He smiled a greeting.

      Talyn straightened from tidying her cot and tucked strands of black hair behind her ears. “I was called into the First Shield’s office last night. I’ve been given an assignment.”

      “I see.” He came closer, reached out to take one of her hands. She fought the urge to shake it off—not because she disliked his touch, but because he was too close, his smile too intimate. “How do you feel about that?”

      “It’s about time,” she said with false confidence. “But the assignment isn’t part of the regular posting cycle. He’s sending me to Mithranar.”

      Tarcos’s smile faltered. Genuine puzzlement lit up his hazel eyes. “Mithranar? That doesn’t make any sense. Unless… is one of your family traveling there?”

      “No. Queen Sarana requested a Kingshield to help train her soldiers in close protection.” While Tarcos was her lover, he was also a Firthlander prince, and she knew without asking Ceannar wouldn’t want her divulging the true reasons for her assignment. “She’s paying through the nose in izerdia for it, too.”

      He let out a breath, a frown creasing his forehead. “Talyn, you left the Callanan, and I’m one of the few people who understands why. Travelling so far away, from your friends and family, to an unfamiliar place? You should tell your uncle you don’t want to go.”

      She squeezed his hand before giving in to the urge to break away. “They’re my orders. I don’t want anyone treating me specially just because I’m related to the king,” she said. “And I particularly can’t afford anyone thinking I’m backing out because I’m not up to it.”

      “That’s a legitimate concern, despite how furiously you deny it. You’ve been out of action for over a year,” he said stubbornly.

      “They’re my orders,” she repeated, stung. Tarcos never pushed her about what had happened—his quiet steadiness was what drew her to him. He was smart too, and like her, he felt things deeply, more deeply than he ever let on to the world. That bond made her feel safe with him, something she’d needed after what had happened. “And it’s not like I’ve been sitting around doing nothing for the past year. I’ve trained every single day. I’ll make sure those Mithranan soldiers are taught well.”

      He sighed, then moved forward to wrap his arms around her. “I hate the idea of you leaving. You know I only worry about you because I care.”

      “Ceannar did promise me I would be reassigned here when I returned. And it’s only for a year,” she murmured against his chest.

      “Well that’s a little better.” A warm smile.

      She stepped out of the hug, taking his hand and tugging him over to sit on the cot beside her. “You’ll write to me, won’t you?”

      “As often as I can,” he promised, hazel eyes searching hers. “I don’t want to lose this, what we have. All right?”

      She nodded. “I’ll be back before you know it.”

      “I’ve seen one of the winged folk once, you know.” A smile tugged at his mouth, and his hand reached out to cup her cheek and draw her closer.

      “Really?” she breathed into his kiss, moving to tug the hem of his shirt from his breeches.

      “Some official visit to Samatia when I was young.” He deepened the kiss, voice turning husky. “Are your roommates going to come back?”

      “Not for at least another full-turn. They’re at drill.” She grazed her fingers across his ribs where she knew he was ticklish, winning a laugh from him, needing to lighten his momentary gravity.

      “Wretch,” he muttered, loosening the ties on her vest.

      “You love it,” she murmured as she pushed him down on the cot.
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      The Shadowhawk entered the apartment he used and unbuttoned his sweat-soaked shirt before crossing to the bucket in what passed for a bathing area and splashing water on his face and chest. The bucket was nearly empty and its contents growing stagnant. He made a face—he’d have to get more from the well down the street next time he was here.

      The hustle and bustle of Dock City streets three levels below filtered through the thin walls. Long habit made him glance at the apartment’s only window, checking that the tattered curtain completely covered the grimy glass, before dropping into the room’s only excuse for a chair. It would almost be more comfortable to stand, he thought sourly.

      It had been a long night spent roaming the streets, scouting, searching, making sure that neither City Patrol nor WingGuard had found any of the hidden crates of wheat.

      The tang of smoke on the air was strong this morning—his neighbour must have just finished one of his potent cigars. The Shadowhawk thought briefly about asking for one. Smoking might take some of the edge off that wired yet exhausted feeling that often swamped him. But no, interaction with the neighbours was an unnecessary risk.

      A familiar knock at the door had him reaching instantly for the mask under the chair—one of several he kept hidden around the place. Only one man knew this as the Shadowhawk’s apartment, and his knock was distinctive. Nobody else visited him here. His neighbours paid little attention to the scruffy, quiet man who moved about at odd hours and rarely seemed to be home.

      It was a risk, anybody knowing the Shadowhawk’s location, but this man had information sources he needed. One of a handful of information brokers that worked the underbelly of Dock City, their services offered to criminals, citizens and City Patrol alike, this one refused to meet anywhere but privately in the Shadowhawk’s apartment. The Shadowhawk was only partially reassured by the fact that if a broker turned on one client, he’d lose every single other one in a heartbeat and probably end up dead in an alley. He’d made certain that even if this man did sell him out, he wouldn’t be able to tell the Patrol or Falcons much other than the location of his apartment and what he looked like in a mask and cloak.

      Checking the mask was in place, the Shadowhawk stood behind the door as he opened it so that nobody passing in the hall outside would catch sight of him, then closed it as soon as the man was inside the room.

      “Navis.” The Shadowhawk spoke flatly, disapproval in his tone. “You were here last week. You should have left it longer before returning.”

      “I would have preferred to. But I’ve learned something of potential use to you.” His voice was smooth, carefully-controlled. The Shadowhawk rarely identified emotion in that voice, and when he did, he was left with the distinct impression it was deliberate. Navis was a professional, keeping himself well-paid by finding information and selling it to those who wanted it, yet staying alive no matter how dangerous the people he dealt with. The Shadowhawk had chosen Navis from amongst the brokers he knew because of that professionalism… and because of his access to winged folk circles.

      A mark in the ‘reasons to be uneasy’ column. A human having the sort of access Navis did to the winged folk shouldn’t be possible.

      “What is it?”

      “The Twin Thrones are sending one of their Kingshield guards to join the WingGuard as an official liaison.” Navis raised a hand before the Shadowhawk’s questions could spill out. It irked him the man could predict him so well—nobody else in the world could. “The Kingshield are the best of the best... they only take the elite from across the Twin Thrones’ various fighting units.”

      A curious development, but it wasn’t clear why Navis thought it might be interesting to the Shadowhawk. “Why? To enhance relations with Mithranar?” That would make the most sense. Montagn was a constant, overwhelming presence to the west. If their ahara decided he wanted Mithranar... well, there wasn’t much that could stop him apart from a little bit of geography and potentially Prince Mithanis.

      “Perhaps,” Navis said. “But the Kingshield are trained for personal protection. Not liaison or diplomacy. I’ve never once heard of them doing anything else.”

      “And you would have?” he asked pointedly. The depth and range of Navis’ knowledge worried him as much as he found it useful.

      Navis said nothing to that, his typical response when the Shadowhawk pressed into areas he didn’t want to discuss. Controlling his irritation with an effort, the Shadowhawk said, “So you’re suggesting the Twin Thrones has some interest in protecting the Acondor family, or at least building the WingGuard’s protection capability? If not that, they’d be sending a different kind of warrior, no?”

      A quick flash from under the hood. Was Navis surprised he’d come to that conclusion so quickly? “It seems odd, and I couldn’t begin to think why, but yes, that was my conclusion.”

      “Who was the source of the request? Did the Twin Thrones offer or did someone here request the Kingshield?”

      “I don’t know that yet.”

      A beat of silence. “What does this have to do with me, Navis?”

      “It’s an oddity. And oddities usually mean there’s something bigger at play. I thought you’d want to know.”

      The Shadowhawk studied him for a long moment, searching for a hint of betrayal, a twitch of dishonesty, or even a clue as to whether he knew more than he was letting on.

      But there was nothing.

      With a sigh, he dug inside his tunic, pulling out one of the handful of coins he kept secreted there. “It’s interesting, Navis, but I can’t see how your information is actually useful for me. That’s all you’re getting.”

      Navis caught the tossed silver coin and it disappeared inside his cloak with a swiftness that the Shadowhawk’s eyes couldn’t track. “A pleasure as always, Shadowhawk.”

      

      Once he was gone, the Shadowhawk returned to the chair, wincing as its hard edges pressed into his hip. He’d played it casual with Navis, not wanting to let on how unsettled his news made him. A foreign warrior being sent to join the WingGuard—it made no sense.

      Just as quickly as he’d sat down he rose to his feet, unable to sit still. As little sense as it made for the Acondor family to request a Kingshield liaison, it made even less sense that the Twin Thrones would just offer one up.

      So, the Acondors had requested it. But why? What internal power play between the queen and the elder prince had resulted in this oddity, as Navis had called it?

      The Shadowhawk’s jaw clenched. He worried about what this meant. He tried so hard, so damn hard, and the effort exhausted him. Most of the time he hated himself for what he did, what he hid, what he didn’t do.

      His life was a house of cards, one that would collapse under the slightest strain. The coming of this Kingshield warrior could upset the balance and destroy his carefully structured existence.

      He shook himself then, straightening his shoulders and pulling on a fresh shirt. Aside from their futile attempts to catch him, the WingGuard had nothing to do with the Shadowhawk—this foreign warrior’s focus would surely be on protection and training, not on anything else in Mithranar. There was no reason why his activities would be affected or threatened.

      But there was something... a faint tremor deep in his gut. The coming of this warrior was going to change things.

      But how?

      He would have to find out. He couldn’t trust Navis—he couldn’t trust anyone—so he’d have to find out another way.

      After all, he was the Shadowhawk. Despite his secrecy, his connections spread deep throughout Dock City. There were ways he could make sure the coming of this foreigner didn’t upset his work.

      It was far too important.
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      A settling of the ship’s motion woke Talyn from sleep. Judging from what the captain had told her the previous night, this probably meant they’d entered Feather Bay, the main port of Mithranar.

      Pushing back the rough blanket that had made her skin itch all night, she dressed quickly, leaving her bag sitting at the foot of her bunk as she left the tiny cabin.

      Thick, warm air hit her as she climbed the ladder to the deck. A glance around showed early morning fog beginning to clear as a hot sun burned through. She rounded the pilot’s cabin and stepped down towards the prow.

      Her stride faltered and she came to a stop.

      One hand absently reached up to rub at her eyes to make sure she was actually awake and not sleepwalking. Consciousness established, her legs carried her forward, right up to the prow of the ship. There she stood, legs spread wide for balance, wide-eyed gaze staring in astonishment.

      Feather Bay was a turquoise harbour cradled by narrow headlands to the east and west reaching miles out into the ocean. To the north, tall forested hills rose into the sky, the tops of some of the taller ones still hidden behind the morning’s foggy haze. They weren’t as magnificent as the Ayrlemyre mountain range she’d spent so many years in, but their size wasn’t what was so impressive about them.

      They held a city between their slopes and peaks.

      She blinked, open-mouthed, at the intricate web of turrets, balconies, and towers that soared high above Feather Bay, stretching far back into the land. Dragging her eyes downwards, she re-focused her gaze on the port.

      From what she could tell, there was only a single area of relatively flat land—it stretched north from the shoreline for maybe two or three miles, and out along the eastern and western headlands that weren’t as hilly, but thickly forested.

      The city up in the hills beyond the harbour was jaw-dropping, but the flat ground below... she couldn’t find a speck of visible surface under the ramshackle city that covered it, making it impossible to tell whether it was sand or dirt or something else underneath. Much bigger than Ryathl, it was so closely packed in together she wondered how anyone breathed.

      Separating the port city from the one in the hills above it was a high wall that reached up to the level of the lowest buildings of the hill city. But calling it a wall... there was no word she could think of to adequately describe the magnificent, glimmering marble structure that riveted her gaze. Thoroughly opaque, it hid everything behind it from view.

      A gushing waterfall thundered down over the wall to the east from a gloomy space between two hills that seemed to contain the thickest cluster of graceful buildings. It crashed down into a wide, flowing river that cut the town in two and flowed out into the bay.

      This was Mithranar?

      A faint chuckle sounded at her left shoulder, making her start. She turned at the captain’s approach—she’d been too stupefied with wonder to notice it. At least, that’s what she told herself. But in truth she wasn’t as sharp as she’d once been.

      “It’s always like that, the first time people see the place,” he said, giving her a sympathetic smile.

      “My father never...” she mumbled, then cleared her throat and looked over at him. “It’s amazing.”

      “It’s a pretty sight, no doubt about it.”

      Her eyes returned to the city above the wall, squinting against the glare of the sun and the distance. The ship was closer now, edging in to its berth, and most of the fog had burned off. Movement caught her gaze—a figure up on one of the balconies close to the top of the wall. They were carelessly balanced right on the very edge, made tiny by the distance, covered in a bright green cloak.

      She gasped without thought when the figure suddenly dived from the balcony, plummeting straight down.

      Then, halfway through the descent, the cloak unfurled.

      Talyn’s mouth dropped as she saw that it wasn’t a cloak at all, but a pair of magnificent green wings. The flyer slowed quickly, wings flapping lazily until he or she hovered in mid-air. With a final great flap, they landed on a lower balcony and disappeared inside.

      “I take it nobody told you about the winged folk?” The captain’s chuckle once again penetrated her stupefaction.

      “Well, yes, but...” Talyn had believed that winged folk existed, but to actually see them was another thing entirely. “I had no idea.”

      He laughed. “The citadel—that’s the city up in the hills over Dock City, above and behind the wall—is their home. Look.”

      Turning to where he pointed, Talyn stared even higher up into the sky. Upon closer inspection, what she had initially taken for a higher than usual number of brightly coloured birds floating in the skies above the citadel were winged people.

      “It’s... I don’t have words,” she breathed, eyes fixed on the sight. Hundreds of pairs of wings glinted in the afternoon sun in almost every colour of the rainbow.

      The captain nodded, stroking his moustache, clearly enjoying her reaction. “All the winged folk live up there in the citadel. Those without wings, humans, live down here in Dock City. That great bloody wall represents more than an architectural marvel. The two societies don’t get along very well.”

      “Why not?” she asked distantly, still watching the winged people.

      He shrugged. “Winged folk don’t just live above the humans because they can fly—they actually believe they’re superior to the rest of us. There are a lot of poor families living in Dock City, but you’d be hard pressed to find a poor winged folk family.”

      She frowned, not sure if she understood his meaning correctly, but when she turned away from the sight before her, he was already walking away, calling out orders to his crew.

      “Oh Sari, I wish you could see this,” she murmured, swamped by a wave of melancholy so strong her shoulders bowed. For once, the voice in her head wasn’t there, and she wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or sad.

      She shifted her gaze to the people swarming around the docks. Her ship had been guided to a berth on the western side of Feather Bay. Dock City crowded the shoreline right up to where the headlands narrowed, split only by the river to the east.

      In the bright sunlight, the water sparkled. While the homes of Dock City were built from wood and sandstone, the graceful towers rearing above the wall looked to be the same creamy marble as the wall itself, reflecting all the brightness and colour of the day. She wasn’t sure she’d ever seen anything so wondrous.

      It was hot, though, the thickness of the air palpable. She was already sweating through her longvest and shirt. Such humidity was completely unfamiliar—Talyn was more accustomed to the bitterly cold air of the mountains and the salty, dry warmth of Calumnia’s east coast.

      Once they were docked, she returned briefly to her cabin to grab her bag then headed for the gangplank. The captain was waiting for her on the barnacle-encrusted dock below. Off the ship, the citadel was so far above ground level that she could only barely make out the top buildings when she craned her neck back as far as it would go. The marble wall reared like a monster over Dock City, probably two or three miles distant.

      “Why the wall?” she asked the captain.

      “I’m not sure.” He shrugged. “There’s some story behind it, I think, but I’ve never been told it.”

      She followed the captain down to the end of the jetty, where he entered a large building to file his paperwork with the harbour master. It was even hotter and muggier amongst the clustered crowds and away from the sea breeze. Sweat beaded her forehead and dripped uncomfortably down her back. Breathing felt almost like drinking soup.

      The harbour swarmed with workers, none of them winged. The Mithranan accent was a lilting, musical one, the sound reminding her sharply of her father’s voice. She got a few odd glances, mostly at her clothing—the men she saw all wore light shirts, all but a few without sleeves. Those with sleeves had them rolled up to elbows. The occasional woman that wandered into sight wore loose clothing too, dresses and skirts or loose pants that swung when they moved.

      The captain spent a few minutes filing while Talyn waited outside, eyes constantly scanning her surroundings, drinking in everything around her. It was like nothing she’d ever experienced before, from the unfamiliar accent, to the soupy air and the utter strangeness of a hill city. A deep breath sucked in an almost overwhelming odour of people, sewerage, animals, vegetation and trade goods, overlaid with a scent of flowers.

      She wasn’t sure whether feeling so utterly adrift was a good thing or a bad thing. At least Sari’s voice in her head had temporarily gone away.

      A partially ripped piece of parchment attached to a nearby post caught her eye. Glancing inside to check on the captain—he was frowning over a form that looked only half complete—she wandered over to read it. It was barely legible, and she had to squint to make out the words. It seemed to be addressing the unfairness of winged folk extravagance when so many were poor down in Dock City.

      At the bottom, it was signed by a single letter—an S—bisected by a jagged lightning bolt. A single arrow, smaller than any she’d ever seen used, pinned the parchment to the post. It was simple, fletched in black, and had the same lightning symbol etched into the shaft. Her eyes narrowed in thought, brain springing to life without permission.

      “Seems like you’ve found your Shadowhawk already.”

      Talyn bit her lip. The voice was back. Despite her best intentions, she found herself responding. “Maybe. Let’s not jump ahead.”

      “You always say that.”

      “And I’m generally right.”

      “I’m thinking someone who’s barely literate.”

      “Or making themselves appear that way.”

      “Good point. We shouldn’t jump ahead.”

      “Guard Dynan?”

      Talyn’s eyes slid closed and she took a deep breath before turning to face the ship’s captain. He was clutching an unloading schedule, frowning as if he’d called her name a few times already. She tried to erase all traces from her expression that she’d just been talking to a ghost in her head. Sari had been so quiet on the ship journey, Talyn had hoped that maybe her voice was fading away.

      Guess not.

      “Come on.” He motioned. “They told me someone’s been sent to meet you. I’ll take you to him, then I’ve got to hurry back. We need to be unloaded and loaded back up again by the dawn tide tomorrow.”

      She managed to keep up with the stocky captain as he weaved his way through the crowded dock area, pushing easily through the bustle. Nobody seemed to care about being jostled in the crowds, as if it were simply taken for granted. People shouted and called to each other, their voices mixing with the shouting of street vendors wheeling carts and the traders who had stalls along the docks. It was deafening, and Talyn had to fight the temptation to put her hands over her ears.

      Finally, they turned onto a wide road leading directly towards the bottom of a steep path that had been cut into the massive wall. It wound up in slow curves to the citadel at the top—an architectural marvel indeed.

      She’d barely had time to notice it when three men came sprinting out of a square full of people and stalls—a marketplace—to her right, one of them clutching a bulging sack. They were moving so fast that the one with the sack slammed right into her. Unprepared, she went sprawling onto the dusty road, rolling instinctively to break her fall.

      They’d sent the captain stumbling too, the closest runner smoothly yanking the satchel from the man’s shoulder as he went—the one containing all his ship’s paperwork.

      The three men kept running, not looking back as they crossed the road and disappeared around a nearby corner. Talyn was on her feet a second later, glancing towards shouts coming from a second group of men in pursuit. Wearing matching brown uniforms, they weren’t moving nearly as fast as their quarry as they tried to shove through the now-agitated crowd that had gathered and was spilling out of the busy marketplace.

      “Bastards!” the ship captain swore after the fleeing men, seeming to have temporarily forgotten she was there. “Goddamn City Patrol will never catch them.”

      She glanced from him to the street across the road where the men had disappeared. Without thinking about it any further, she hefted her bag and sprinted after them.

      They’d already made the mistake of fleeing down a much quieter street—there were only a handful of people moving in each direction along it, easy for her to avoid as she ran. She was halfway down the street when they rounded a corner ahead.

      She increased her pace, hurtling around the blind corner and hoping there was nothing or no one beyond to run into. There wasn’t, and by the time she rounded it, she’d halved the distance between her and the thieves.

      “Reckless, Tal.”

      One of them lagged, face red and glistening with sweat as he glanced back. Without breaking stride, she swung her duffel bag off her back and hurled it at him. It crashed into his back and he went down hard, banging his head on the ground as he fell. Ahead, his companions paused, but when he didn’t get up immediately, they turned and kept running.

      Talyn left her bag and continued the pursuit. Sprinting harder without the weight of her bag, heart pounding in her chest, dust flying from her boots, she closed the distance. As she got within throwing range, she considered taking them both down with a throw of her sais, but quickly discarded the idea—potentially maiming two strangers without understanding the situation better might be considered a faux pas on her first day in a foreign country.

      “You think?” Sari asked dryly. “Why are you even chasing these fools?”

      The two men jerked abruptly to the right and into the doorway of what looked like an empty shopfront. Her boots skidded in the dust as she turned and went after them, bursting through the doorway at a full sprint. One man was waiting for her, but she’d expected that and instantly dove forward. The whisper-soft hiss of a knife passing through the air inches from the top of her head brushed by her as she hit the ground and rolled to her feet in one movement.

      The second man had been hiding in the corner, and now he broke and ran for the open doorway. Talyn spun, kicking the door so hard it slammed into the man’s back as he scrambled over the threshold. He fell forward into the street, and Talyn turned as the third man—the knife-thrower—yanked open the shutters on a window on the opposite side of the room.

      He was scrambling up onto the edge when she reached him, grabbed his legs, and yanked hard. He kicked out at her, forcing her to let go. Avoiding another kick, she moved in and placed the sharp point of her sai at the base of the man’s spine.

      “Get back inside or you’ll never walk again,” she warned.

      He swore, and Talyn stepped away as he let go of the window frame and dropped to the floor. She made a sharp gesture with her sai. “On the floor. Facedown. Hands on the back of your head.”

      She studied him as he complied, alert for any indication that he was about to make another move to flee or attack. He was maybe her father’s age, maybe younger—it was hard to tell given his scruffy beard and threadbare clothing—his whole body rigid as he lay down and stared mutinously at the floor, jaw clenched. The sack he’d presumably stolen, along with the captain’s satchel, lay on the floor under the window.

      For a moment there was nothing but the sound of her heartbeat thudding in her chest. Three men taken down in the space of moments. The first time she’d been in a fight since... the first time she’d ever been in a fight without Sari at her back.

      Sweat slicked every inch of her skin and soaked through the back of her longvest. Her muscles burned from overexertion. She’d pulled something in her left calf—the result of losing the sharp edge she’d once had—but her body had known the steps even if her mind had been too afraid to take them. The grief was like a live creature clawing through her chest, and she wanted to bend over and start howling like a baby.

      The sound of shouts outside gave her something to focus on, and by the time two men in matching brown uniforms stepped inside, blinking against the dim interior, she’d managed to regain some composure. Even so, the first one through the door gave her an odd look. “Who are you?”

      “Talyn Dynan.” She sheathed the sai and offered a hand. “I’m Kingshield from Calumnia. Who are you?”

      “We’re City Patrol. What—” The older of the two men was gruff, red-faced and sweaty, ignoring her outstretched hand. The younger, more eager one, spoke over him in panting breaths.

      “I’m Lidrin and this is Rolf.” His face scrunched. “What’s a Kingshield—I’ve never seen anything like what you just did? And what brings you to Mithranar?”

      Rolf shot his companion a hard look, holding it until the younger man dropped his gaze, then turned his attention back to Talyn. “Would you mind stepping outside so our watch officer can speak with you?”

      “Of course.” Talyn followed Rolf outside into the sunlight, blinking rapidly until her eyes adjusted, while Lidrin went for the man on the floor. Two more men in brown were tying the wrists of the man she’d hit with the door, and another was standing nearby, hand firmly on the shoulder of the thief she’d dropped in the road with her duffel. His hands were already tied behind his back and her bag was at his feet.

      “Reckon the patrol captain will make us hold them in the cells?” One of the Patrolmen looked at Rolf.

      “Theac wouldn’t have,” another one muttered. “They were just hungry, is all.”

      “Not just that.” Rolf nodded his head at the scraggly man Lidrin was struggling to drag outside. “This one’s part of the Shadowhawk network. I almost caught him last year when they robbed the coal shipment.”

      Talyn’s eyes went straight to the prisoner who’d thrown the knife at her with such deadly accuracy. Unlike the other two he was spitting curses at the Patrolmen, shoulders writhing as he fought the rope around his wrists.

      “That’s why I chased those fools, Sari. Instinct.”

      There was no reply. Her attention was caught by the arrival of another Patrolman along with her ship’s captain. From the way everyone around her looked at the new Patrolman—despite his small, lithe stature—she supposed this was the watch officer.

      “Sir, this is Talyn Dynan from Calumnia,” Rolf said. “She says she’s something called a Kingshield.”

      The man’s hazel eyes widened slightly in surprise. He looked Talyn up and down, clearly unsure what to make of her presence. “I’m Watch Officer Andres Tye. Thank you for your help.”

      “I second that,” the captain said in relief. “You have my thanks, Guard Dynan. Losing those papers would have cost me badly.”

      “They’re just inside along with whatever these men stole.” She lifted a questioning eyebrow at Tye. Beside her, Rolf gestured, and one of the Patrolmen ducked into the house.

      “It was bread from one of the stalls at the market.” Tye’s expression was an odd mixture of regret and frustration. “It’s the second time this week we’ve caught thieves at the markets in broad daylight.”

      The Patrolman reappeared from inside the house, passing the captain’s satchel back to him and then opening the sack for Tye’s inspection. The scent of fresh bread wafted out. Unbidden, Talyn’s stomach growled. She hadn’t eaten much for breakfast and the exertion of the chase and fight had made her hungry.

      “Lucky you didn’t throw your sais at them. They were just hungry,” Sari observed.

      Being hungry didn’t give you licence to steal, but there was something about the look of the men she’d just hunted down that made her uneasy at having helped catch them. Before Talyn could manage a reply, either to Sari or Tye, a sweep of air washed over them, warm and redolent with the scent of flowers. Instantly all Patrolmen’s eyes shot upwards. The prisoners’ too. The Shadowhawk member’s expression turned flat and hateful, one side of his mouth curling in contempt.

      Three winged men dropped gracefully out of the sky, their outstretched wings furling gracefully in the narrow quarters of the street. Sleeveless teal vests fitted their upper bodies, a winged emblem etched in scarlet silk on their shoulders. Breeches in deeper blue, but also edged in scarlet, fitted neatly into ankle-high leather boots. Elaborately carved sword hilts—each one different—poked out from where they wore their weapons strapped down their backs between their wings.

      Talyn stared, unsure whether it was their beauty or the fact that she was seeing winged people up close for the first time that had her so frozen. Before she realised what was happening, the City Patrolmen melted away, taking the prisoners and her ship’s captain with them.

      By the time she’d registered they were leaving, all she caught were the black looks they shot in the direction of the winged folk on their way down the street. She turned back, acutely aware of the dust and scuff marks on her previously immaculate uniform. Not to mention the sweat glistening on her face and plastering her shirt to her skin.

      “You must be the foreigner.”

      Her gaze fixed on the winged man who’d spoken. His short-cropped hair was brown, bare arms wiry and strong. Extra muscle bulked up his shoulders, likely because of the massive dark-red wings that hung loosely from his back.

      Beauty and grace had been the first two things that came to her stunned mind at the first sight of winged folk so close, and though the grim set of this one’s features took away some of his natural beauty, he was nonetheless striking. Almost at odds with his expression was the musical lilt to his voice—it was hard to concentrate on his words when they were being spoken in such a lovely way.

      “I’m Guard Talyn Dynan of the Kingshield, yes.” She saluted for good measure.

      “Jehran Ravinire. I’m the Falcon, overall commander of the Mithranan WingGuard.” He eyed her carefully, piercing dark eyes making it hard to stand still under the scrutiny. “I hope you’re not going to be more trouble than you’re worth, Guard Dynan.”

      She fought the impulse to glance at the dirt on her pants or look back into the empty store. “How’s that, sir?”

      “You’ve barely even arrived, and you’re already involved in a scuffle.”

      “I was just helping out the City Patrol, sir.”

      “Leave their job to them in the future,” he said gruffly, then turned and began striding away. He did not introduce the other two men with him—both younger but with matching expressions of reserve. The look they sent her way expressed almost identical degrees of contempt, but they were lifting in the air before she could even process it, let alone respond.

      Shrugging, she hefted her bag and went after Ravinire.

      She caught up to him as he turned back into the wide avenue leading to the base of the wall and he kept moving until they reached the bottom of a long, winding path leading upwards that had been seamlessly chiselled into the wall—she could barely contemplate how thick the structure must be. The path was wide, leaving room for plenty of people to be moving in both directions.

      Not that there were many.

      Ravinire glanced at her, then started up the path. Talyn followed obediently.

      It was a hard walk. The path was steep and seemed to go on forever. Still, Ravinire walked with her the entire way rather than flying as he so easily could have done. It was a detail she didn’t fail to notice—she just wasn’t sure whether it indicated respect or a desire to emphasise the fact she couldn’t fly like him.

      Her legs began to ache about halfway up, the muscle in her calf tugging painfully each time she pushed off it, and her shoulders and back followed suit not long after. Gritting her teeth, she kept up with Ravinire’s merciless pace anyway. One thing all Callanan learned was enduring physical discomfort. She might be out of fighting shape, but her will could get her through almost everything. Almost.

      As they approached the top, she began to be glad she wasn’t afraid of heights. The city and harbour grew smaller and smaller below them, the drop precipitous with no railing along the path’s outer edge to prevent an accidental fall.

      Then, they rounded a corner and were at the top. It was thick—at least two carriage-lengths across—and it ran east and west into the distance as far as she could see. The drop was dizzying, but the view south out into Feather Bay utterly stunning.

      She stopped, letting her eyes drink it all in.

      North were unending forested hills, as far as she could see. And above her, perched amongst the upper slopes of the hills, was the citadel. No part of it that she could see reached lower than the top of the wall where she stood. The drop was precipitous—a single glance down onto the dark green forest canopy had Talyn’s stomach swooping.

      A marvellous trick of architecture made the buildings clinging to the upper slopes of the forested hills seem neither fragile nor precariously balanced. Instead they simply looked like a natural part of the hillside.

      Walkways—most taking the form of graceful marble bridges, finely-carved wooden ladders, or swinging rope bridges—led off in all directions, connecting the buildings of the citadel in a glittering spiderweb. There didn’t appear to be order to any of it, but it was nonetheless beautiful.

      “You’ll be based up here given your status as a representative of the Twin Thrones.” Ravinire finally spoke. “It may look daunting, but you’ll find it easy enough to get around via ladders and walkways.”

      “Yes, sir. I’m sure I’ll be fine.” And fitter than she’d ever been. The sweat was pouring off her after the walk, soaking through the material of her vest and breeches and plastering her hair to her skull. She must’ve made a wonderful sight.

      Another nod, and then Ravinire was off again, presumably expecting her to follow. They travelled upwards via a gruelling series of ladders and walkways, and through so many corridors that Talyn was soon utterly lost.

      Some of the platforms were open to the air, and were filled with gardens, pools, or training yards. Others were closed in—from what she could see these served as living quarters, shops, eating places or inns. None of it looked separated. Residences perched between a tailor’s and a café in one open walkway, and a public garden formed the roof of another large home.

      And winged folk. Swooping past or drifting slowly in the afternoon heat. Travelling from place to place through the air. Conversation all around. Utterly wonderful in its strangeness.

      “Are there tensions between the City Patrol and the WingGuard, sir?” she asked as they walked. She’d seen it before, plenty of times. Local army barracks rarely liked it when the Callanan were sent to assist with a problem in the area—be it an increase in bandit activity or particularly violent crime. They considered it interfering rather than assisting. And the Callanan hated it when Kingshield pulled rank over a situation by using their mandate of being responsible for protecting the monarch.

      “What makes you think that?” He glanced back, expressionless.

      She searched for a diplomatic turn of phrase. Shrugged when nothing came to her and decided to be blunt instead. “They disappeared as soon as you arrived, sir, and I caught the looks they were throwing you and your men.”

      He nodded. “Half of the Patrolmen are in the pocket of the Shadowhawk. If it were up to them, they’d probably have let the thieves go.”

      At another mention of the Shadowhawk, she wanted to probe further, but the closed look on Ravinire’s face prevented her. They headed steadily east, towards the enormous waterfall plunging down between two hillsides, eventually emerging from a long corridor onto an open platform.

      A wide bridge spanned a narrow gap between two hillslopes to a particularly stunning collection of buildings clustered together on the other side. The waterfall thundered just underneath the bridge, the source of several puddles of collected spray across its marble surface. The spray was wonderfully cool on her sweaty skin, tasting fresh and clean where it landed on her tongue and lips.

      “The palace,” Ravinire said curtly. “It houses the royal family and includes barracks for a full flight of the WingGuard—the flight dedicated to the protection of the crown. The walkway is guarded by four sentries at all times. A password is needed to be allowed in.”

      “How often are the guards changed?” Talyn asked. “And how useful are they, when someone could presumably fly into the area without going anywhere near this bridge?”

      Ravinire looked at her, something that looked almost like the beginnings of respect flashing in his eyes. “Every three hours. And the guards are designed to keep humans out, not winged folk. I’ll show you to your quarters, and then take you to organise your command. There’ll be a bit of walking, so you may want to consider cooler clothing.”

      Her what? “My command?”

      “Yes. A full WingGuard flight consists of four wings. The queen and the two elder princes have a wing each assigned to their protection, and the fourth is used as protection for the five Queencouncil members. Prince Cuinn, however, for various reasons, has never had a personal guard. You’ll be heading up a new wing being created for him.” He stepped out onto the bridge. The sentries at the other end parted to let them through without comment, though the looks they directed at Talyn were far from welcoming.

      “I wasn’t aware that I would be placed in command of a unit,” she said, then cursed herself for arguing—fortunate chance had landed her exactly where Ceannar had wanted her to be, in Cuinn’s detail. “My understanding is that I was to be training your soldiers.”

      “Fortunate chance? I’m not so sure.”

      “You have specific training that the WingGuard lacks, so it makes sense to put you in command of the new unit.” He flashed her another unreadable glance. “You won’t find it easy. There aren’t any women in the WingGuard. It’s not considered suitable for women to fight here.”

      Her eyebrows lifted. No wonder Ravinire looked so sour about her arrival. He—or whoever had made the official request to her uncle—probably hadn’t thought to specifically request a male Kingshield. “Have there been any specific threats on the royal family, sir?”

      “No.”

      “Can I ask why you’ve requested a Kingshield liaison, then?”

      “That wasn’t my decision,” Ravinire said, a hint of ice in his tone.

      She stopped, forcing him to halt also. Best to deal with this straight away—she didn’t want lingering resentment with her superior officer if she could help it. “You don’t want me here,” she said bluntly.

      He glanced at her, not rising to the bait. “I have heard good things about the Kingshield.”

      “But you didn’t ask for one. Worse, I’m a woman.” She kept her voice even, pointing out fact rather than challenging him. Then she kept the lie just as smooth. “Let me assure you I am only here to provide assistance to your WingGuard in close protection skills. Your queen paid a high price for it in izerdia—I promise you I’ll do everything I can to live up to it.”

      “Understood.” He continued walking.

      She sighed, then ploughed after him. “If there haven’t been any specific threats against the family, has the environment here changed in some way?” She tried asking her ‘why now’ question a different way. Ceannar either hadn’t known or wouldn’t tell her. Maybe Ravinire would. “I can’t protect your prince or train your WingGuard properly without fully understanding what I need to guard against.”

      Ravinire stepped off a bridge and climbed a steep set of stairs to another terrace. This one looked out over a thickly forested hillside—they were so high up that a glance over the railing showed her nothing but green. “The prince won’t be able to meet with you until later, but I will help you with the establishment of your wing.” He neatly avoided her question.

      “Six thrices, Tal, what is going on?”

      She squelched Sari’s voice as Ravinire stopped outside a blue wooden door. It stood slightly open, and he waved her inside. “These rooms are set aside for guests of the royal family, although they don’t often get used because they’re so far from the central area of the palace. I assigned one to you because it is close to the barracks I’ve set aside for your wing.”

      “So they’re all empty?” She gestured towards the other doors along the terrace.

      “That’s right. You’ll have privacy.”

      “Why aren’t I in the barracks with my wing?”

      “You’re a guest of the crown,” he said curtly. “I’ll leave you to settle your things and change. I’ll be back in a half-turn. If there’s anything else you need, you can let me know then.”

      She tried not to be astounded when he spread his wings and leaped off the side of the terrace, but failed miserably. She did manage to hold back from going to gape over the railing after him.

      Pushing the blue door open wider, she walked in on a sitting room that housed a lounge and a fireplace, with a desk and chair for work. Beyond an archway was a bedroom with a large bed and chest of drawers, the space filled with light from a window set in the roof over the bed. From the bedroom, a smaller arch led into a bathing room.

      The sparse but tasteful setup of the room suited her perfectly. Maybe spending a year here wouldn’t be so horrible after all. It certainly beat sharing a barracks room with anyone but Sari—something she’d struggled bitterly with since joining the Kingshield.

      Not that she had any clue why a fireplace was necessary in this oppressively humid country. Or, for that matter, the thick doona on the bed.

      It was slightly cooler up in the citadel, though, and she stripped off her sweat-soaked longvest with relief. The silence was complete—Ravinire had been right about the privacy.

      She tried not to be unsettled, telling herself it was simply the result of being in an unfamiliar place. Ravinire’s casual words that she would command a protection detail worried her, though. Whoever the members of the detail were, they weren’t likely to welcome a foreigner being placed in charge of them, especially a woman and one without wings.

      But the root of her unease was the fact she’d never been in command before. She had learnt all about it in the Callanan, but never actually been in charge of a unit. And the one time she had decided to make a call—

      She shook her head, trying to pull herself back from sliding into the pit of despair that had become so familiar. She was Callanan no longer. She was Kingshield now, and it was her job to protect.

      To busy herself, she washed quickly in the bathing room before digging through her bag and pulling on a fresh tunic, a lighter one designed for the summer months in Calumnia. The sleeveless black vest fell to just below the top of her breeches, held in place by a black leather swordbelt that unusually held no sword—instead twin sais were sheathed in the small of her back. To the uninitiated, they looked like oversized forks: a three-pronged weapon with the middle prong a good two inches longer than those on either side.

      While Leviana adored her knives like they were her children, and Cynia was a better markswoman with her bow than most Aimsir Talyn had ever met, Talyn’s signature weapon was her sais. Primarily a defensive weapon—perfect for a Callanan, who needed to disarm and hold more often than they needed to kill—the points of hers were sharp enough to kill if necessary.

      Not that she couldn’t use most other weapons when needed.

      She brushed out her sweat-soaked hair and re-bound it in a long plait, her gaze falling on her discarded tunic as she did. She picked it up to fold it, lightly fingering the myriad of tiny amber stars etching out the shape of a pair of crossed blades over the heart.

      Like starlight. That was how people described the unusual brightness of the Dumnorix family’s eye colouring. And so the emblem worn by all the Twin Thrones’ fighting forces was made of stars, always in the colour of the ruling monarch’s eyes. A direct mirror of the Dumnorix house sigil—crossed swords on a black background wreathed in amber.

      While the Callanan wielded a magic that allowed them to use their body’s energy to summon a shield that could protect them from any type of attack, the hint of magic running through Dumnorix blood was less specific. It expressed itself—almost universally—in a natural and powerful charisma, strength and skill with weapons and a self-assurance bordering on arrogance, as well as an instinctive awareness of and connection to each other. And some Dumnorix, like Talyn and her mother, were born with Callanan magic too, making them formidable warriors.

      She allowed herself to draw strength from that, from being one of them. So far, it had been all that kept her going.

      Burn bright and true.

      She would hold to that, would make herself hold to it. And maybe it would save her.
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      A knock came at her door just as she’d finished tightening the laces on her boots.

      The Falcon, who wore an impassive expression she was quickly coming to understand was his usual demeanour, stood back to allow her to leave. She shut the door behind her, and he wordlessly passed her a key. She took it and locked the door before tucking it away in a pocket.

      “Is this the only one?” she asked.

      “It is.”

      She fell in with him as he began walking. “You said before that you’re the overall commander of the WingGuard, sir? The Falcon?”

      “In the absence of a Ciantar, yes.”

      Talyn had no clue what that meant, but let it go. “And the WingGuard is the fighting force of the winged folk?”

      “Yes.” He hesitated. “But most folk, particularly the humans, refer to us as Falcons.”

      “Is there a human army?”

      “Not as such. The City Patrol are responsible for maintaining order in Dock City and our larger towns in the north, but they are not trained for battle.” He glanced her way. “Like your Callanan, as I understand it?”

      “Not quite, sir. Like you, our country is at peace, so yes, the Callanan are focused on investigating violent or criminal behaviour where local army posts or guards can’t control it or don’t have the resources, but we are trained for battle. In times of war, we’re a specialised, elite fighting unit.”

      “We? I thought you were Kingshield?”

      She cursed herself for the dangerous slip of the tongue. She’d never have made a slip like that before, risking triggering Ravinire’s suspicions about her other purpose in Mithranar. Damn it. “Kingshield only take the best warriors from across the Twin Thrones’ various fighting forces, sir. I was Callanan before I joined the Kingshield.”

      He nodded, accepting that. “I already have one Falcon assigned to your new wing, but I would prefer you chose the rest yourself from outside the WingGuard.”

      Her confusion deepened. She cleared her throat. “I thought you said a flight of the WingGuard is responsible for the protection of the royal family?”

      “You listen well,” he said dryly. “A flight dedicated to protection and five other flights make up Mithranar’s army. Almost seventeen hundred warriors in total.”

      “Seventeen hundred. He calls that an army?”

      “I’m sorry, sir.” Talyn stopped in the middle of the open-air corridor they were traversing. “I don’t mean to be obtuse, but I don’t understand. If the WingGuard are the only warriors Mithranar has, where are the other soldiers for my wing coming from?”

      “If you can reign in your impatience just a little longer, your questions will be answered shortly, Guard Dynan,” he said briskly.

      “Is he deliberately trying to confuse you as some sort of test? This is all very odd, Tal.”

      “You don’t say.”

      “Yes, sir,” Talyn replied out loud, and they started walking again.

      Ravinire seemed to reconsider his terseness a short time later, because he spoke again as they crossed the bridge and left the palace. “As you are not familiar with our country, our behaviour and reasoning will not always be obvious to you. Suffice to say, for now, that I feel it would be best that Prince Cuinn’s guard not come from amongst the WingGuard.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      She didn’t dare ask why.

      

      Talyn was utterly lost by the time they emerged into the hot sunlight at the top of the wall and set out down the steep wall path. She followed without complaint, though not without a deep inward sigh.

      Walking back up the wall for the second time in the same day was thoroughly unappealing, particularly after clambering up and down what felt like an endless series of ladders and narrow staircases in the citadel. Her legs muscles burned, her left calf was outright stabbing in pain with each step now, and she thought a blister might be coming up on her right little toe.

      At the bottom, Ravinire strode with purpose through a bustling tangle of streets, clearly knowing where he was going. The sounds and smells of Dock City engulfed her, the humidity as thick as if she wore another cloak, her skin again becoming slick with sweat.

      And the people.

      It was a crowded city—they thronged the streets, moving in several directions at once without clear streams of movement. It wasn’t easy to keep focused on Ravinire’s quickly moving stride. Especially when she couldn’t fail to notice the dark looks thrown their way.

      People didn’t like the Falcons. She wondered at the source of it. While the army, particularly local regiments, liked to consider the Callanan elitist and superior, they were widely respected amongst the people of Calumnia and Conmor. Talyn had certainly received her share of hatred and contempt from the thieves, rapists and murderers she and Sari had captured, but there had always been the counterpoint of genuine appreciation from the local citizens that those criminals had preyed on.

      Eventually Ravinire turned down what appeared to be a main street—it was full of carts, horses and people, and a cloud of tiny buzzing insects hovering around crates of overripe fruit nearby was so thick that several flew into her mouth. She spat them out and switched to breathing through her nose.

      “I hate bugs.”

      “Lucky you’re not here then.” Talyn grimaced as she swiped at another bug before it sailed into her mouth.

      Ravinire stopped outside a long wooden building, before a series of uneven steps leading up to a double-doored and open front entrance. Two armed men in a familiar brown uniform stood to either side of the open doorway, both of them saluting—reluctantly—as Ravinire walked through.

      Interesting. They disliked the Falcons, but clearly accepted Ravinire’s authority without protest. The Patrolman on the left gave her a curious glance as she followed the Falcon inside.

      “We’ve walked through the Wall Quarter into the Wealthy Quarter—this is the City Patrol headquarters,” Ravinire explained as they entered a cool, dim foyer. “There’s a station in each quarter, but this is the biggest. It’s also where the main city jail is housed.”

      Talyn’s gaze went to the cluttered desk directly ahead, where two Patrolmen sat. Although sprawled would be a better description. No strict military posture there, and neither looked like they could run half a block without turning bright red and keeling over. The one on the left was at least double her age, with thinning hair and sweat glistening on his face. He hefted himself to his feet at Ravinire’s appearance, managing a sloppy salute. “Falcon. I’m Watch Officer Dirrus. The pardonables are down to your right, sir. We’ve separated them out of the main holding cells for you.”

      Ravinire nodded acknowledgement and turned to Talyn. “Down that hall you’ll find the cells holding petty criminals that are to be considered for pardon by the queen. Choose as many as you want, and they’ll be pardoned and sent to the citadel to join your wing.”

      Only years of training and discipline allowed Talyn to keep a straight face. “Sir, are you asking me to choose criminals to form a guard detail?” She felt the need to tack on, “For Prince Cuinn?”

      “That’s right.” He hesitated. “None of the City Patrol were willing to volunteer for your wing, and as I said, I’d prefer Prince Cuinn’s detail not be formed by a significant number of Falcons.”

      She wasn’t entirely sure he wasn’t playing some kind of prank on her. But this was the head of the WingGuard and he’d yet to demonstrate even a hint of a smile, let alone a sense of humour. No, he must be serious. And she was a soldier whose job it was to follow orders, no matter how strange they seemed.

      “To be clear, sir,” she said as politely as she could manage. “You want me to go and choose men from those cells to form a protective guard detail?”

      “That’s right. I haven’t got all day, Guard Dynan. Best get to it.” Impatience edged his voice. The two Patrolmen on the desk were doing their best to pretend like they weren’t straining to listen to every word of this conversation.

      She turned on her heel without a word, half-expecting laughter to break out behind her. But none came. She ached for Sari at her side so badly her chest physically hurt. Her partner would have known how to manage this situation with her crisp confidence and lack of patience for tomfoolery.

      Instead Talyn was alone as she stepped through the doorway into the cells and stopped abruptly, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the dimness. A ripe stench filled her nose and she stifled the urge to put a hand over her face. Instead, she tried to breathe through her mouth. Once her eyes adjusted, a line of cells was visible running down either side of the hall that stretched out before her. There were maybe fourteen in total. Each cell had a single barred window situated high in the wall—the room’s only light source—and was large enough to hold about three or four prisoners.

      They were not unlike the cells at Callanan Tower or the city jail in Port Lathilly where she and Sari had spent plenty of time. Except for the smell. And the rotting straw that was used to floor the cells. And the stifling, oppressive heat that nobody had bothered to ease by opening a window or a door.

      Talyn had barely taken two steps when the sound of a fight broke out from a cell down at the end of the hall. Shouts echoed and then a man grunted in pain. She recognised that sound—it was the grunt a fighter made when they were hurt but ignoring the pain so they could focus on survival.

      After a glance behind to confirm neither of the Patrolmen on the desk were bothering to come and check on what was happening, she headed down the row. In the last cell on the right a bear of a man was being set upon by three of his fellow prisoners. His great muscles bulged as he sent one of his attackers flying into the wall. A second hit him with a piece of rusted pipe, and he staggered backwards, blood spurting from his nose and spraying his opponent.

      “Hey!” A loud bellow came from the cell opposite. “Guards! Guards!”

      Impressed by the voice’s strength and note of command, Talyn spun towards the cell’s occupant with interest. Stocky and broad-shouldered, he was going soft in the belly and his short-cropped hair was more grey than brown. His forearms were scarred, nose crooked like it had been broken several times, and he held himself like a soldier, despite the belly and the bloodshot eyes that spoke of poor diet and too much time in the city’s taverns.

      “What’s going on?” Talyn asked him.

      He scowled, looking her up and down as if wondering what the hell a woman was doing in the cells. “What the hell do you care?”

      “If you want me to help him, you’ll tell me, and be quick about it,” she snapped.

      The scowl only deepened. “Halun refused to be an enforcer for one of the overseers that runs the docks. He arranged to have Halun locked up in here, and then paid those prisoners to beat the snot out of him.” He spat. “No doubt some coin went to one or two Patrolman’s sticky fingers too, just to make sure they all ended up in a cell together.”

      She glanced back. Halun was cornered in the back of his cell. One of his cellmates was down, it looked like permanently, but the bear of a man was bleeding and clearly coming to the end of his strength. If she left him there, he could die. No Patrolmen had yet appeared despite the bellows of the prisoner opposite.

      A bitter mix of shock and disgust curled in her. What kind of place was this? The criminals held prisoner in Callanan Tower were never treated this way, as if they were no better than animals.

      She turned and jogged back out to the main foyer. Ravinire leaned against a wall nearby, wings brushing the floor, ignoring the dark looks being surreptitiously shot in his direction. She marched up to the desk. “The prisoner named Halun is being beaten half to death.”

      “There’s nothin’ we can do about that.” Dirrus shrugged. “He can’t leave that cell until someone pays his bond or he gets pardoned. Nobody has shown up on his behalf.”

      The man’s blatant disinterest in the fate of the prisoners, not to mention Ravinire’s equally apathetic attitude, had her gritting her teeth. Criminals generally weren’t good people, but treating them like animals made you as bad as they were. “Fine,” she snapped. “I choose him for my wing. Get him out of there.”

      In her head, Sari’s voice roused, but Talyn slapped it back down, her anger making her strong. For the moment there was no despair, no aching for her partner, just determination. Dirrus heaved himself to his feet, gesturing for the younger man to join him. She chafed as they strolled down the hall, pulling out keys as they went. Ravinire said nothing.

      On reaching the cell, the younger Patrolman drew his sword while Dirrus opened the cell and yelled for its occupants to stop fighting. The big man was crouched against the back corner, fending off attacks with his arms and fists. Blood ran freely from a broken nose and a nasty gash on his bald head.

      The other two prisoners backed off when Dirrus entered, barking, “Get up, Halun. You’re being pardoned. Come on, move it!”

      Warily, Halun rose to his feet, surprisingly agile for such bulk. Under the blood and grime his skin was a lightly tanned brown. Talyn had never seen such a man before. It wasn’t only his bulk—a curious pattern tattooed in green ink almost entirely covered his left cheek.

      Halun said nothing as the Patrolmen hustled him out of the cell and down the corridor. The man in the opposite cell was trying very hard not to look like he was watching the proceedings. She kept her posture casual as she wandered over to stand before him. Instantly his gaze switched to her, flat and suspicious.

      “What’s your story?” she asked him.

      “None of your damn business.”

      She jerked a thumb in Halun’s direction. “Why try to help him?”

      His look conveyed the same feeling his previous response had stated aloud with a touch of threat added. Don’t push me, it warned. She was unmoved. She’d dealt with drill instructors even saltier than this one... in fact, that was exactly what this man reminded her of. A drill instructor.

      Leaving him to his grumpiness, she turned away to walk slowly up and down and study the occupants of the other cells. On the surface, they were a charming mix of hapless, dead-eyed or simply world-weary and beaten down. None of them struck her with any confidence as men who could move and run, let alone learn to be a soldier. Reaching the last cell on the left, she paused, eyes lingering on its two occupants.

      The first was a youth, closer to fifteen years than twenty by the look of him. Graceful but dirty hands covered his face where he sat hunched in the corner. Even curled around himself like he was, it was clear he was thin, too thin, and lank black hair hung tangled around his jaw. The slight shaking of his shoulders indicated he was sobbing.

      The second prisoner was older, around Talyn’s age. His narrow face was set in a perpetual expression of distrust, and he was pacing the cell incessantly, eyes scanning the windows and bars.

      “What are you in here for?” she asked him.

      The pacing man spat. “What’s it to you?”

      Nice. Talyn wasn’t entirely sure why she’d stopped. These men were no different from the criminals she’d encountered for years. They certainly weren’t warrior material.

      “Are you done yet?” Ravinire’s voice came from the entrance.

      Talyn stifled a sigh of irritation, stubbornness keeping her there more than anything else. If this was to be her wing, she wasn’t going to let Ravinire force her into choosing men for the sake of it. Her gaze returned to the boy in the corner. Something about these two made the back of her neck prickle in a way that none of the other prisoners she’d seen had.

      Of course, that could be because the shifty one was a murderous psychopath.

      “What are your names?” she asked them.

      The young man in the corner didn’t even look up. The other one smirked, repeating, “What’s it to you?”

      Talyn met his eyes, refusing to look away until he smirked again and shrugged. “Kid’s name is Corrin. Hasn’t stopped weeping like that since they bought him in. Gotta be something missing between the ears, if you know what I’m saying.”

      “It’s not like that!” The youngster looked up suddenly, a fierce glare on his bony face. “Just leave me alone.”

      “What are you in here for?” Talyn asked again.

      Corrin ignored her while the other shrugged, affecting disinterest. His pacing continued, but he didn’t turn his back to her once. She’d seen something in the flash of Corrin’s green eyes when he’d looked up. The same echo of it was hidden under the other prisoner’s cocky demeanour, in the nervous twitch of his fingers and the refusal to show his back to her.

      They were broken. Just like she was. And she didn’t want to be broken. She needed some ray of hope that one day she could be herself again. Live again. Maybe this was a place to start.

      “Captain Dynan?” Ravinire’s musical, but irritated, voice sounded from the end of the hall.

      With an inwards shrug, she stepped away from the bars and gestured to the younger Patrolman hovering just behind Ravinire. Were there seriously only two of them in the building? “These two. And the one down the end.”

      The Patrolman baulked. “Theac Parksin? I don’t think so. The Patrol Commander will have my hide if I let him go.”

      “He’s in the pardonable cells, isn’t he?” she asked, eyebrow raised.

      The Patrolman looked at Ravinire in mute appeal and received a stony look in return. With a heavy sigh, he walked down to unlock Theac’s cell and motion him out. Then, plodding so slowly it set Talyn’s teeth on edge, he returned to unlock the cell holding Corrin and the pacing man.

      Talyn followed them out—Theac, Corrin, and his cellmate were ushered through a door on the other side of the foyer, and it swung closed behind them. She could only presume that’s where Halun had been taken too. Dirrus was back at the desk, slumped in his chair and pretending to read a piece of parchment in front of him.

      Ravinire lifted an eyebrow. “Only four?” he asked. “I thought I’d made it clear you were to put together a full wing? That’s sixty warriors, Captain, plus talons.”

      She hadn’t a clue what a talon was, but that was far from the most ridiculous thing about his sentence. “No disrespect sir, but you didn’t bring me here to fish sixty prisoners out of the cells. And if you did, I’m telling you right now I can’t train sixty men at one time effectively, even if they already had some semblance of basic training, which criminals most certainly do not.”

      Nil reaction. This man would win big at cards. “I expected at least enough for a full detail of ten soldiers.”

      “There weren’t ten prisoners in there that looked to have the makings of a soldier, sir.”

      “You mean hardened men like the crying boy?” His lifted eyebrow conveyed volumes, and she struggled not to wilt under it.

      “I understood you were leaving the choice up to me, sir,” she said evenly. “You could have chosen them yourself.” In fact, she didn’t understand why he hadn’t, why he was going through his whole charade.

      Ravinire didn’t respond to that, instead heading for the exit as he spoke. “They’ll be brought up to the citadel this evening, washed and given fresh clothes and taken to the barracks I’ve assigned to your wing. You can get started with them first thing tomorrow.”

      “Yes, sir.” She cleared her throat. “Can I ask when I’m to meet the prince, sir?”

      “When he can accommodate you.”

      They were halfway to the door when a thought occurred to Talyn, a sharp reminder that her purpose in Mithranar was twofold. “Wait, sir, what about the three men from yesterday?”

      “What men?” he snapped, all patience clearly gone.

      “The thieves I chased down. Are they being held here?” One of them at least had known how to throw a knife—he could be useful. Particularly if he was part of this Shadowhawk’s network, whatever that meant. She’d need sources if she was to investigate properly.

      Ravinire looked at Dirrus, who was doing his level best to avoid attention. “Well, Watch Officer?”

      “Don’t know what you mean, sir,” he muttered.

      “Three men were arrested yesterday for stealing bread from the markets,” Talyn said, stepping towards him. “Where are they?”

      “They’re not pardonables.”

      “Are they here?”

      “Captain Dynan!” Ravinire’s impatience had moved to outright irritation.

      “One of them knew how to fight, sir,” she said, turning back to him. “You’re the one who just said four wasn’t enough.”

      “Dirrus!” Ravinire barked.

      The Patrolman’s eyes dropped. “They’re not here.”

      Ravinire’s face tightened. “Then where are they?”

      “Arrested in a different quarter, I suppose.” Dirrus’ resentful gaze switched to Talyn. “Markets you said? Probably being held by the Market Quarter Patrol then. All’s I know is they’re not here.”

      And that was all Ravinire’s patience was going to give them. With a deeply irritated sigh, he turned and stalked from the building. Talyn had no choice but to follow—there was no way she’d find her way back to the wall walk alone, let alone her room up in the palace guest wing.

      The sun was setting, a wondrous deep orange glow over the ocean, as Talyn followed the Falcon back up the wall. They spoke barely two words the rest of the way back, and he left her outside her room with nothing other than a terse, “I’ll be back to collect you in the morning.”

      Standing inside her rapidly darkening and empty room, she took a deep, steadying breath. The utter solitude at least meant she didn’t have to pretend or put up a façade.

      Not until the following day, anyway.
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      Talyn was up and dressed when Ravinire appeared at her door early the next morning. Sleep had been hard to come by. That wasn’t unusual—often she woke, screaming, from nightmares—but the uncertainty of what the day would bring had only added to her restless night. Her instinct was to ignore the strangeness around her and focus on her job, protecting the prince and learning more about this Shadowhawk figure. Achieving either of those things was going to be hard enough, and there were no guarantees she’d get there.

      But enough of her Callanan instincts remained that it was hard to ignore the oddness, not only of Mithranar, but of the circumstances of her being here. A secret Dumnorix prince. A Kingshield guard being used to do Callanan work. A Mithranan commander so opposed to having his own soldiers form Prince Cuinn’s detail he wanted her to train criminals instead.

      “Maybe it’s not him,” Sari suggested. “Maybe it’s what he’s been ordered to do.”

      Ravinire’s knock on the door forestalled Talyn’s reply, and she opened the door to find him standing there, wearing the same impassive expression of the day before.

      “I’ll take you to the wing,” he said brusquely. “You’re on your own from there.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said, falling into step as he strode away, again expecting her to follow. If Ravinire was representative of winged folk in general, they certainly seemed an arrogant lot.

      “Your wing’s assigned barracks are adjacent to a drill yard, and there’s only one entrance by foot to the area. Keep in mind, any of the winged folk can enter from higher or lower levels at any time.”

      Which made the barracks essentially un-guardable. She put the thought aside for the moment, asking a question that had been playing on her mind all night after her rather frosty reception. “How does the prince feel about me being here, sir?”

      “That's something you'll need to discuss with him.”

      “And his feelings on having a protective detail made up of humans? Led by a human woman?” If this prince was anything like Ravinire or the other winged folk she’d briefly met, he’d likely treat the idea as a joke at best, an outright insult at worst. That would make protecting him properly difficult—a Kingshield guard needed to build a rapport, a trust, with their charge. That wouldn’t happen if he didn’t respect her. Although if he had Dumnorix blood, it might make him more amenable to her, even if he didn’t understand why.

      “Except from what Ceannar said you likely only share a great-great-grandmother or father,” Sari commented. “He might not notice at all.”

      “Humans or winged folk, you won’t be able to do much with only five warriors,” he said pointedly.

      Talyn bit her lip. Complaining wasn’t her style. She told herself this was no different than the way Callanan apprentices were treated when they first started, or new Kingshield guards for that matter. She was a warrior—it was her job to take orders, no matter how high-handedly they were delivered. Besides, once she’d spent longer here and learned more of Mithranan culture, things might start to make more sense.

      Ravinire said no more as they followed the long corridor away from Talyn's room that turned into an open walkway. He stopped by a ladder leading down and gestured for her to go first. At the bottom, another open walkway led to a marble arch with a wrought iron gate set into it. High marble walls ran to the left and right of the gate.

      “Beyond are your wing’s barracks. The key I gave you to your room will open this gate. Your training yard is fully equipped. If there is anything additional you need, please send a request through me.”

      “Yes, sir.” She added an extra note of crispness to her voice.

      Ravinire hesitated. “As I told you yesterday, most here don’t believe there is a need for Prince Cuinn to have his own guard, including, I warn you, the prince himself. He will never inherit the throne, and as such, is safe from the more obvious threats.”

      The words were suddenly falling out of Ravinire’s mouth, and she pushed at the opening, trying to wring as much information as possible from him. “And what are the less obvious threats, sir? If I am to be responsible for protecting him, I need to know that.”

      The Falcon’s face closed over. “There is nothing definitive that I can tell you, Captain Dynan. When and if I get information, be assured that I will pass it on to you.”

      “I'm a Kingshield guard, not a captain,” she said sharply, reacting to his sudden reserve.

      “You're in charge of a WingGuard wing. That makes you a captain here. I’ll come and find you later when it's time to introduce you to the prince.”

      With that he was gone, spreading his wings and leaping into the air.

      Talyn put the key in the lock and turned it. The gate opened with a squeal of rusted metal and she went through, closing it behind her. The sun was warm on her skin as she headed along the narrow walkway. Despite the early hour, the humidity had her sweating already, like she was walking through a bowl of hot steam. The precipitous drop on either side looked down over a lower level of the citadel and beyond only green canopy.

      She paused to watch as three winged folk swept through the air below her, colourful wings glittering as they turned mid-air and dropped down onto an open balcony. Musical laughter drifted up on a slight breeze, fading as they disappeared inside.

      “Imagine being able to fly like that.” A hint of yearning threaded Sari’s voice.

      Talyn huffed out a breath and kept walking. “If I’d wanted to fly, I would have become a SkyRider instead of a Callanan warrior.”

      The path ended on the western edge of a rectangular stone courtyard. Leaves and other debris covered the paved surface, and the walls of the building lining the northern side of the platform were unpainted and bare. The other edge, directly ahead of Talyn and to the south, looked out over a precipitous drop. They were miles high in the air, a carpet of trees far below.

      She didn’t spend more than a brief moment surveying the scenery, though, instead turning her attention straight to the five people scattered nearby. Their lack of military bearing was the first thing that arrested her. They sat slumped, sprawled or halfway asleep in various spots that couldn’t have been farther from each other if they’d made a deliberate effort to stay distant.

      Which they probably had.

      Sari’s laughter tinkled in her head. A smile rose to her face in the instant before she realised Sari wasn’t actually there. Talyn was alone in the empty yard. Instead of letting the despair overwhelm her, she shifted her focus to her new wing—and looked straight to the one she didn’t recognise, slouching against the wall to her left.

      His sea grey wings trailed against the ground, and if it weren’t for Halun, he would easily be the strangest-looking person there. His dark skin, silken chestnut curls and handsome features were partially ruined by the studied indifference of his expression.

      This must be the single Falcon Ravinire had decided to assign to her wing. He was as pretty as the others she’d seen, but she saw no trace of warrior in his bearing or the lack of muscle tone in his bare arms. He met her appraising look with a faint smile that said he cared absolutely nothing for her opinion of him, either good or bad.

      The next one was the oldest of the group—the one she’d pegged as an ex-soldier with a paunch. He eyed Talyn with disdain, arms crossed firmly over his chest. At least he was sitting up straight… ish.

      Halun was larger than the first two put together. He wore a sleeveless jerkin over the bulging muscles of his chest and arms and light cotton breeches that ended, torn off, at his calves. Sweat glistened on his bald head, and he stared at Talyn unblinkingly. Purple bruising decorated his jaw, right eye and crooked nose, an interesting counterpoint to the green of his tattoo.

      The boy sat scrunched against the wall, arms wrapped about his knees, mirroring the posture he’d had in the cell—utterly despairing. He gave Talyn a quick, darting look, then his eyes returned to his boots. At least today he wasn’t crying.

      The last of them was sprawled on a stone bench. Every part of him screamed insolence. He was the smallest of them all, with short-cropped blonde hair and a lean, wiry body. His lips curled in a sneer as Talyn's gaze moved to him.

      For a moment she was frozen, unsure how to proceed against such apathy, if not outright hostility. Her fingers curled at her side as she forced herself to take a deep, slow breath. She was Dumnorix. People responded to that whether they realised what they were doing or not. She’d never been forced to use that charisma and confidence before—hadn’t wanted or needed to—but now she was going to have to find a way.

      “I am Captain Talyn Dynan, and I’m a Kingshield guard from the kingdom of the Twin Thrones. The Falcon has informed me I’m your wing captain, and I hope he’s told you that we will be responsible for Prince Cuinn’s protection.” She paused. “Please introduce yourselves one at a time.”

      The silence hovered, thickening as time passed and nobody spoke. Talyn waited them out. It was a test, to see which of them would break first. She had her money on... a small flare of triumph went through her when her guess proved right.

      “Kingshield? That's a nice, fancy title,” the wiry man sneered.

      She swivelled her gaze to him. “And your name is?”

      He snorted, crossing his arms over his chest and leaning further back. The insolence was staggering, and she had to remind herself she was dealing with criminals, not soldiers. That was fine. She’d dealt with plenty of criminals before.

      “His name is Zamaril.” The older man spoke. “They call him ‘Lightfinger’ on account of he’s a renowned thief.”

      “I'm the best thief Dock City has ever seen,” Zamaril said lazily, sprawling even more insolently, if that was possible.

      “Is that so?” She kept her voice casual, letting his attempts to rattle her slide off her shoulders. “How does the best thief Dock City has ever seen get himself caught?”

      He scowled, shifting his glance away. Score one for Talyn. “I was ratted out by another thief.”

      Talyn nodded, turned to the older one. “And you are?”

      “Theac Parksin,” he grunted. “Former Patrol Captain of the Poor Quarter.”

      “Former?” She lifted an eyebrow.

      He cleared his throat and spat. Delightful. She heaved an inward sigh and turned to the giant. “Your turn, Halun. What did you do before landing in the cells?”

      His stare remained unblinking.

      “He doesn’t talk,” Theac said eventually. Then he shrugged. “Not that I’ve ever heard anyway.”

      Zamaril sniggered. Talyn shot him a look before returning her gaze to Halun. The big man met her gaze fearlessly. There was no threat or challenge in his look though. He didn’t mean her ill, he just refused to open himself to her. “Can’t talk or won’t talk?”

      “How the hell should I know? I don’t give a flea’s shit either way,” Theac muttered.

      She gave Halun a little nod, as if to say, that’s all right, then she switched her gaze to the youngest. “You?”

      He lifted his head from his knees. “Corrin, ma’am,” he said nervously. “I've...” He cleared his throat. “I’ve never fought before, but I can use a knife.”

      “A knife?” Zamaril burst out laughing. “What idiot decided you'd be of any use in a guard detail?”

      She spun, quick as a flash. “Tell us, Zamaril. What use will you be?”

      He scowled, looking away again. He was all attitude, this one, but so far he backed down each time she challenged him. She hoped there was a spine in there to be unearthed. “From today onwards, we are a unit, a team. First rule is—we don’t insult team members. Is that clear?”

      The thief had dissolved into sulky silence. Talyn suppressed a sigh, edged her voice with granite. “Is that clear?”

      “Whatever.” He shrugged.

      “And Corrin, it’s not ‘ma’am. It’s ‘Captain’.” She took a breath, struggling to keep hold of her patience as she turned to the final member of the wing. “You. Name.”

      The winged man had been busy smoothing the feathers in his left wing, boredom written all over his face, but he straightened as she addressed him. “Tiercelin Stormflight, Captain. I joined the Falcons three months ago when I turned twenty-one. After completion of my basic training, the Falcon assigned me here.”

      Three months of training was all the WingGuard received? She’d been a Callanan apprentice for four years. She widened her gaze to encompass them all. “Have any of you actually met the prince?”

      Silence. Zamaril was examining his fingernails with an air of superiority that was beginning to grate on Talyn's nerves. Eventually Tiercelin cleared his throat. “Yes, Captain. My family and his are close friends. My father sits on the Queencouncil.”

      He spoke the words as if they were meant to impress her. They didn’t. “Do any of you have any combat training?”

      Theac and Tiercelin raised their hands.

      Another silence.

      “Apart from Halun, have any of you ever been in a fight before?”

      Tiercelin dropped his arm. Theac kept his raised. Zamaril was now picking at the skin around his left thumb. Corrin hadn’t lifted his head since she’d addressed him directly.

      This was going superbly.

      “That’s fine, we’ll start from the beginning,” she said briskly. “First I’d like to understand where your individual strengths lie. I understand we have time before we meet the prince later today.”

      “You mean when you meet the prince?” Tiercelin cast a horrified glance at the humans gathered around.

      “No. We are meeting the prince.” It made no sense to protect someone when they didn’t know who you were. The Dumnorix family knew each member of their guard personally.

      “Delightful.” Zamaril smirked. “I can see it now—Good afternoon Your Highness, I am Zamaril Lightfinger, the thief who has plagued your city for the past ten years. Your life is now in my hands.”

      “We're just pathetic humans.” Theac glowered. “We don’t go anywhere near the royal family.”

      Zamaril sat up quick as lightning, genuine anger rippling across his face as he regarded Theac. “Speak for yourself, old man,” he spat.

      “Who are you calling old?” Theac barked, half-rising from his seat.

      “Knock it off!” Talyn snapped. “One more insulting word out of any of you, and you can go right back to the cells where I found you!”

      Theac ignored her, shouldering his way past and barrelling down on the thief. Zamaril slipped off the bench, using his agility to scale half the wall and laugh tauntingly at the older man.

      “Hey!” Talyn shouted. “Do either of you actually want to go back to the cells?”

      Theac gave Zamaril a parting scowl and returned to his seat. Zamaril dropped off the wall and resumed his languid sprawl on the bench. Corrin hadn't said anything. Halun continued to stare. Tiercelin looked amused, like he’d just witnessed a pair of dogs fighting in the street.

      Talyn took a deep breath and injected firmness into her voice. “Whether any of you like it or not, you are Prince Cuinn Acondor's new guard detail. Whether he likes it or not, you will all be very close to him for the rest of your time in the WingGuard. You will meet him, and he will get to know you, and it will be your sole purpose in life to keep him alive. If that’s not to your liking, I’m not stopping you from going back to the cells.”

      Talyn stood away from the exit gate and motioned towards it, sweeping her glance over those gathered. Nobody moved. She gave it a good minute, but they all stayed where they were.

      Corrin shifted a little in his spot, finally lifting his eyes to her. “Captain, I don’t want to go back to the cells, but I can’t stomach being a Falcon.” His voice was soft, but Talyn didn't miss the thread of dignity in it. “They were... cruel... to my family. It’s not like we even have wings.”

      Halun nodded vigorously.

      “Excuse me?” Tiercelin raised his wings, sending leaves flying.

      She flashed them both a warning glance. “Your job is to protect the prince. It doesn’t matter what you’re called. Now, I'd like to see a demonstration of your individual skill level. Theac, you’re the most experienced, so you’ll be my second.”

      Theac merely grunted at her words, clearly unimpressed. But when she selected a wooden training sword from a nearby rack and tossed it at him, he caught it cleanly. He hefted it, then looked at her in question.

      Talyn shrugged. “If you beat me, you can have command of the wing.”

      Theac's eyes widened.

      “Oh, the poor man has no idea.”

      “It’s only fair.” She smiled, ignoring Sari. She needed to establish her dominance here, and quickly. Already she was barely holding their attention, despite the threat to return them to the cells. It was something she’d seen happen a hundred times over, in any group of warriors she’d ever fought alongside.

      Not that she and Sari had ever had to make an effort. From day one as apprentices they’d been acknowledged and accepted as the best in the class. Any warrior that looked inclined to challenge that superiority in the years since had thought differently after seeing them in action. Still, that didn’t mean she wasn’t capable of asserting herself. “Especially since you have the experience,” she added.

      Theac nodded and moved into the centre of the yard, the sword swinging loosely from his hand. He appeared suddenly confident, as if control of the situation had shifted towards him. It was amusing how little he thought of female warriors. He was about to get some of his illusions shattered. She might be broken, but she was still Callanan trained and facing a man who was woefully underestimating his opponent.

      She picked up a training sword for herself and held the hilt loosely in her hands, swinging it slowly. A condescending smirk flashed over Theac’s face. Tiercelin’s smirk was even wider, while Zamaril pretended to examine the ground under his bench in apparent boredom. Halun and Corrin eyed them without comment, the boy’s eyes interested, but wary.

      Theac attacked without warning, moving with a speed that belied his age. The sword swung smoothly in his hands, its weight nothing to his burly arms.

      But Talyn was even faster.

      She moved aside, a hair’s breadth away from the falling sword. Hers swept up behind him, cracking him on the back with the flat of the wooden blade right at the moment his lunge forward had him most off-balance and unable to riposte with any speed. A quick sweep of her right foot into his ankle at the same moment and the ex-Patrolman went crashing headfirst into the leaf-littered stone yard.

      She swung the sword once more, bringing its blade to rest against the back of his neck. He dropped his sword with a clatter, grudging respect flashing in his eyes when she removed her weapon and reached down a hand to help him up.

      “I've never seen anyone move that fast.” He frowned, rubbing his bleeding nose where he’d hit the ground.

      “Then Mithranan warriors leave something to be desired. That was a basic first-year Callanan apprentice move,” she said sharply.

      Theac’s face tightened in humiliation, but surprisingly he took her comment with a terse nod and no challenge. That was interesting. Deciding he’d been embarrassed enough, she turned to Corrin. “You said you could handle a knife. Would you mind giving a demonstration?”

      He flushed dark red, clearing his throat before bobbing his head. “I’ll need a volunteer.”

      “I’ll do it,” she said. “Where do you want me?”

      “Are you sure?” He went pale. “I mean... I don’t want you to get hurt. Someone else could do it.”

      “I’m sure.” Her reflexes were almost certainly fast enough to stop a knife thrown by an untrained boy before it got anywhere near anything vital. She’d taken much bigger risks than this before, and building trust by letting Corrin wave a knife around her was worth it.

      She felt another flicker of surprise when he didn’t protest any further, just pointed. “Then could you stand just over by that wall, please?”

      Talyn nodded and walked to the wall, the warmth of it seeping into her back. Sweat dripped uncomfortably down her spine as she stood, relaxed. The others fanned out, giving Corrin room. He backed up until he was standing halfway across the yard.

      “Ready?” She could barely hear his soft voice from that far away.

      “Go ahead.” She nodded.

      Metal flashed, then suddenly a knife was quivering in the wall half in an inch from Talyn's right ear. Before she could register what had happened, Corrin's hand moved again, and a knife landed the same distance from her left ear. Within the next few seconds, six other knives surrounded her body.

      Silence filled the yard. Even Zamaril had straightened up and was staring—open mouthed—at Corrin.

      Talyn kept her expression even, but her heart pounded. It was her turn to have her assumptions shattered—she hadn’t even come close to moving quickly enough to avoid those throws. If he’d been off-target by a mere millimetre... this un-assuming young man had real talent. She’d have to watch him a little more to be sure, but if he had the kernel of magic too, back home he would have been recruited for the Callanan. For the first time she was glad she’d trusted her instincts the previous day. Out of all of them, this boy could become a real asset to her wing.

      “What was that you were saying about Corrin earlier, Zamaril?” Tiercelin smirked at the thief.

      “That's very impressive, Corrin,” Talyn finally said as she collected his blades and carried them over to him. “I doubt even I could have thrown with such accuracy and speed and I’ve had some training in knife-work.”

      Corrin went red at the attention, and his gaze dropped back to his boots. Halun looked at her, then walked over to the rack of training weapons. Ignoring the swords, he selected a large club, lifted it as if it had been made with feathers, then swung a few times around his head before putting it back.

      “You can use a club.” She nodded. “All right, thanks, Halun.”

      “You know my training,” Tiercelin said. “Three months initial training with all the other WingGuard cadets. We learned with swords, and did some basic knife drills. Nothing advanced.”

      Zamaril crossed his arms defiantly. “Well I can't demonstrate anything. I've never used a weapon, and I've never been in a bar fight. I'm pretty much useless as a guard.”

      She considered him for a long moment. He was technically right, but confirming that would sink his confidence even further. The silence grew heavier when she didn’t respond, the pressure in her chest building. If she lost him now, it would be close to impossible to get him back... and one bad seed in a unit, she’d seen the consequences of that before.

      “Think about it, Tal. He’s not without skills. We would have run this guy as an informant back in Port Lathilly.”

      Right, that was true. A crazy thought suddenly occurred to her. “I don’t think you’re useless, Zamaril, and I’ll prove it to you. Does anybody know where Prince Cuinn's rooms in the palace are?”

      “He lives in the eastern tower.” Tiercelin shrugged, then smirked. “As far away from Mithanis as he can get.”

      “Lead the way.”

      

      Ravinire hadn’t been wrong about the barracks being a distance from the central area of the palace. With Tiercelin leading, it was a quarter-turn-long walk involving six different ladders and one precariously swaying rope bridge, to reach a hub of buildings on the eastern hillside.

      “Do these hills have names?” She craned her neck—it was hard to tell but she thought the one which the royal palace sat on was the largest of a long line of them that stretched back from the harbour. It was also the highest. The walkway they were currently on looked down over other areas of the citadel but was too far around the hillside to be able to see the ocean or Dock City. Instead only unending lines of forested hills and cloudless blue sky stretched north and east into the horizon.

      Tiercelin shook his head. “There are too many to name, and we winged folk navigate by how things look from the sky, not the ground.”

      The unconscious assumptions continued to startle her. “Why do you even bother with all these ladders and walkways and narrow staircases then? Clearly this citadel is not welcoming to humans.”

      “Our children don’t begin to grow their wings until they’re about eight or nine, and aren’t strong enough to fly until they reach their early teens.” He cast the others a glance. “And humans do live and work here.”

      “Yeah, as servants,” Zamaril muttered.

      “Paid servants,” Tiercelin snapped.

      All three humans promptly glanced at Halun, who scowled and looked down. She frowned, but was forestalled from asking what was going on when Tiercelin stopped outside an arched gate set into a waist-high wall. “Here we are.”

      Without thinking, her mind shifted back into Kingshield mode, the result of hours of drills and lesson-based training. Beyond the gate was a brightly coloured garden that covered a large open space at the base of a circular tower. To their right, a precipitous drop into nothing. To the left, a high marble wall that revealed nothing of what was behind it.

      No guard stood at the gate.

      “This isn’t the main entrance,” Tiercelin explained. “But the garden beyond is part of the tower grounds.”

      “Where’s the main entrance?” she asked.

      He pointed upwards. From where they stood, the tower looked like it was suspended out into open air. A graceful bridge spanned the gap between what she judged was the second floor of the tower, and the nearest cluster of buildings set closer to the hillside.

      “Those buildings the bridge leads to? Those are part of the palace proper,” Tiercelin explained. “This is the eastern slope—the queen’s rooms are on the northern slope, along with the other princes’.”

      It was lovely, like everything else in the home of the winged folk. It was also isolated—and if it was separated from the rest of the family’s quarters, it was also separated from the security of their WingGuard details.

      Her eyes dropped back to the gate. “It’s not locked, is it?”

      “No, Captain.”

      “Are there guards on the main door? Or at least at the entry to the bridge?”

      “Usually.” Tiercelin shot her a sheepish look, then sighed. “Not always. Not really anymore.”

      Talyn frowned. Her confusion only deepened the more she learned about how things worked in Mithranar. She’d been invited here, ostensibly by the queen, in a formal capacity, even if Ravinire seemed opposed to the whole idea. Yet it was equally clear that nobody much cared about the youngest prince’s safety—to the point Ravinire thought it okay to have criminals drafted into his guard unit. Unless it was true that he genuinely believed criminals were a safer option than WingGuard soldiers. In which case she was utterly at a loss as to how that could be.

      “Maybe we’re talking competing interests? One party seeking to protect the prince, one seeking to harm him?” Sari’s voice whispered in her mind.

      Perhaps. But if a person or persons out there wanted to harm Cuinn, they’d clearly had opportunity to do so already. So what had changed to warrant the request for her presence? And which side did Ravinire fall on?

      “Ravinire seems sincere to me. Terse, rude even, but sincere.”

      “Maybe, but the fact he wouldn’t tell me what’s really going on doesn’t count in his favour.”

      “Maybe he doesn’t know.”

      “Captain?” Corrin’s quiet voice broke her from her thoughts.

      “He’s rarely in there during the day anyway.” Tiercelin seemed to think her drifting off was annoyance at the lack of guards. She didn’t correct him.

      “Then where is he?”

      The winged man shrugged. “Playing alleya sometimes, eating and drinking with his friends, just normal stuff.”

      Zamaril smirked. “Yes, Captain, it’s very important we keep the pretty winged prince alive. He’s critical to the wellbeing of Mithranar, what with all the women and the partying.”

      She turned an enquiring look on Tiercelin, but he just shrugged again, eyes dropping to the ground as he mumbled, “he likes to have fun, that’s all. Nothing wrong with that.”

      “No, nothing wrong with that while half the Poor Quarter is starving,” Theac barked. “Captain, are we going or what? It’s damnably hot out here.”

      Halun pushed past them before she could respond, opening the gate and striding through. Tiercelin was immediately behind him, clearly looking to escape her questioning look. Talyn waited for the rest to go inside before following.

      The grass inside the picturesque garden was a vivid green, and brightly coloured flowers adorned the bushes lining the walls. At the northern end of the garden stood the tower, reaching up about four stories high. The waist-high wall encircled the garden, closing it in around the tower—so it could only be accessed by the door set into the base of the tower and the gate they’d just come through.

      She had to jump back quickly when Tiercelin suddenly stretched out his wings in front of her, reminding her sharply that any winged person could just fly in.

      “Zamaril.” Talyn looked at the thief. “If there was something in Prince Cuinn's bedroom that you wanted to steal, could you get in there?”

      “Of course,” Zamaril said confidently.

      “Do it.”

      “What?” His cocky facade dropped as he stared at her.

      “We're supposed to protect Prince Cuinn. That means learning how an adversary might get access to his rooms and closing off any vulnerabilities.” It had been a spur of the moment idea to try and build rapport with Zamaril, but she was liking the possibilities more and more. Who better to probe potential vulnerabilities than a skilled thief?

      Suspicion clouded his face. “How do I know you’re not just trying to trap me into doing something that will get me thrown back in jail?”

      “You don’t have a lot of experience with trust, do you Zamaril?”

      His face hardened. “Trust gets you killed.”

      “If I wanted you in jail, I would never have pulled you out in the first place. I told you I wanted your expertise, and I meant it. Show us how you’d get in there.”

      After another brief hesitation, Zamaril looked at Tiercelin. “Which floor’s the bedroom?”

      “Third, I think,” Tiercelin replied, looking highly amused by the idea of Zamaril trying to break in.

      Zamaril shrugged, then walked to the door at the base of the tower and turned the handle. It swung open without protest and the thief sent a challenging look at Talyn. “I’d walk up the stairs, grab what I wanted, and stroll back out the unlocked door. Probably whistle while I’m at it too, since there seems to be nobody around.”

      She stifled the smile that wanted to emerge, and merely lifted an eyebrow instead. “Pretend it’s locked and barred, and you can’t get through.”

      “Fine.” He closed the door then stepped out onto the grass, eyes scanning their surroundings. Within a minute he was crossing to a tree on the edge of the garden and in one quick movement, he gripped a low hanging branch and hauled himself up. He climbed like a cat, quickly and without fear.

      Soon he was balanced on a swaying branch a good few meters below a third-floor windowsill. Then, with a flash of elite balance and agility, he leaped upwards to grab the sill and swing himself up onto it.

      If she’d been alone, Talyn’s mouth would have dropped open in astonishment. What were the odds of coming across two men with Callanan potential inside her first two days in Mithranar? And both in the same jail cell.

      That wasn’t coincidence. She was beginning to feel like a puppet in someone else’s game. And if she wasn’t mistaken, there was more than one game being played.

      A grunt of surprise from Theac broke her from her thoughts, and she re-focused on Zamaril as he pulled something from his pocket and worked at the window for a moment. It swung open, and then he was inside.

      Talyn and the others waited, staring fixedly up at the window. Several minutes passed, and then he re-appeared at the sill, clutching something in his hands.

      “Captain Dynan?”

      She spun around as Ravinire dropped lightly into the garden behind them. He had an enquiring expression on his face that hardened to suspicion when he saw Zamaril perched on the prince’s window ledge.

      “Sir.” She saluted respectfully. Only Tiercelin followed suit. The others stared sullenly at the ground.

      “May I ask what you’re doing?” Ravinire’s gaze remained on Zamaril, who had leaped back to the tree and was now shimmying quickly down it.

      “I asked Zamaril to demonstrate how easy it would be for someone to obtain entrance to the prince’s quarters,” she said.

      Ravinire’s stern look shifted to her. “And what is he carrying?”

      She kept her voice casual, light, resisting the urge to fidget under that gaze. “Zamaril was bragging about his skills, and I dared him to accomplish the climb while holding something in his hands.”

      He looked at her a long moment, then nodded and stepped back. “Prince Cuinn has some time to meet with you later this afternoon. If you will all please wait back at your barracks, I will send a Falcon to take you to him when he’s ready.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Ravinire cast a suspicious look over the men behind her, then spread his wings and leapt into the air. Talyn turned to Zamaril, who had dropped to the ground, a smirk curling his lips. Tiercelin was stiff with affront, but at least he hadn’t opened his mouth.

      “What did you take?” she snapped.

      Shrugging insolently, the young man handed her a gold wrist chain.

      “Prince Cuinn’s, I presume?”

      Zamaril nodded, insolence in every line of his body.

      “You…” Tiercelin gaped at Zamaril, seemingly lost for words, then turned accusing eyes on her. “You lied to the Falcon!”

      “I did. Because I meant it when I said I didn’t want to see Zamaril back in the cells.” She looked directly at the thief and tossed the chain back to him. “Put that back instantly, and if I catch you stealing from your prince again, Ravinire won’t have the opportunity to kick you out because I’ll do it first. Am I clear?”

      He snorted, took the chain and headed for the unlocked tower door. She let his attitude go. For now.

      Once he returned, Talyn waved them all back out the gate. “First rule is never insult your wing mates. Second rule—always keep a clean barracks. Let’s go!”
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      He was on edge, though his voice had sounded utterly relaxed as he spoke the password that allowed him access over the bridge to the palace. Humans weren’t rare in the citadel, even less so in the palace. Many were employed as servants, or worked with the Falcons as smiths, cooks and cleaners.

      And it wasn’t like the WingGuard were a highly skilled elite force of warriors. The Falcon he spoke the password to barely looked at him as he waved the Shadowhawk through. Mostly their incompetence roused only scorn and contempt in him, along with a certain amount of relief—it made his activities that much easier to undertake. But sometimes, nagging behind that, was a shiver of worry. Mithranar’s only army would never hold back any serious attempt to take the country.

      The Shadowhawk rarely came up to the citadel, but he’d felt it was important enough to risk coming this morning. Navis’s information warranted further investigation, but he didn’t want to betray his interest to the information broker—it never paid to appear too interested in anything—and so he needed to do this himself.

      The fact that the Falcon had chosen an unused barracks far from the busiest area of the palace for the new wing that would be Prince Cuinn’s protective detail—one of the human smiths had sent word of its location through the Shadowhawk network—made accessing it much easier. He wouldn’t dare risk trying to get closer to the central part of the royal residence in full daylight.

      Not only was the barracks unused, it was on the opposite side of the hill from the palace’s Falcon barracks. Ravinire was clever. None of this—the foreigner or a wing made up of humans—was going to be taken well in the winged folk world. The Falcon was clearly sensitive to that. Did that mean he’d had involvement in the foreigner’s arrival? Or did he just see it as an opportunity? The Shadowhawk shook his head—the man might just be looking to avoid the inconvenience of brawling between WingGuard wings.

      He slipped through the walkways and stairs, casual, unnoticed. Another Shadowhawk network member had once provided him detailed hand-drawn maps of the palace. Whoever it was had clearly not only understood how to draft architectural plans but also had a thorough understanding of palace life, because they’d included annotations explaining where the lesser-used routes were and where someone in a servant’s uniform would expect to be seen. Such ‘gifts’ sometimes gave him a chill—wondering why a human would have taken such careful note of such things led his mind to places he’d rather not think about.

      Despite his misgivings, he’d memorised the plans, and on the rare occasion he came up here on Shadowhawk business, he used them to get around without being noticed. Today he made it to a deserted walkway that looked down over the barracks assigned to the new wing. Slipping into the shadows of a tree, he went utterly still. There were enough shadows cast by the morning sun that he could easily draw them around his body, making him invisible to anyone giving the tree a passing glance.

      A small group of men were waiting in the leaf-strewn yard as he settled into position. Four of them were Dock City humans. He frowned, his unease deepening. What was the queen thinking, approving a guard of humans for her son? And it had to be her call—there was no way Ravinire would have made a move like this on his own. Invite a Kingshield to Mithranar, maybe, but not create a wing of humans. As far as the Shadowhawk knew, there had never been humans in the WingGuard.

      Clever, Ravinire was, but not creative, or particularly courageous when it came to flouting the desires of the royal family. This would look like an insult to Cuinn, if not a humiliation for the entire royal family. It made no sense.

      Unless it wasn’t about Cuinn.

      Before he could chase that thought any further, the foreigner walked into the yard. His gaze narrowed in on her, searching for any detail that might help him understand why she was here.

      His first instinct was to laugh. The Twin Thrones had sent a woman! Ravinire must be having apoplectic fits. A wing of humans led by a woman to protect a winged prince. Utter insanity.

      She was being set up to fail. Or someone was. He shook his head to dismiss the multiple variations of that possibility and re-focused on her. She was tall for a woman, but what first struck him was that she walked with the same easy grace as one the winged folk, even though she was clearly human. Her raven hair was tied back in a no-nonsense braid pinned at her neck, and the sleeveless vest she wore revealed fair-skinned arms wiry with muscle.

      It was impossible to tell from this distance what she looked like, but her presence was striking, carrying clearly to any observer. A warrior, most definitely. And something else he couldn’t quite name, something dissonant about her, like two parts not quite in sync, or something inside her restrained… no, that wasn’t it. His frown deepened. It was a puzzle, and one that might provide the key to why she was here if he worked it out.

      This is winged folk business. It’s not for you to worry about.

      But it was. As much as the winged folk and humans would like to believe otherwise, the lives and wellbeing of both groups in Mithranar were inextricably linked.

      He watched silently—nobody passing his hiding spot—as the foreigner spoke to each of the men in turn, although he couldn’t hear what they were saying from such a distance. Their body language spoke volumes, though. None of them wanted to be there. When she dispatched the older man with the training sword, he whistled under his breath at the breathtaking ease with which she did it. Well, you’re certainly not just ceremonial. They sent a real warrior.

      Maybe that was exactly what the queen had been hoping for. Or not. Again the sense of unease swept through him. The coming of this woman meant something, he was sure of it. He just needed to work out how whatever it was would affect him and his activities. He couldn’t be caught.

      Capture meant certain death.

      Confident the foreigner would be occupied for a while, he slipped away from his hiding spot and headed for the guest quarters. Dressed as a servant—clothing stolen on one of his other trips to the citadel—he would claim he’d been sent to clean if he was spotted, but the open walkway outside her room was empty.

      It was the work of seconds to get inside her locked door, and he closed it quickly behind him, allowing his eyes a moment to adjust to the dimness beyond. The rooms were stark, and even though she’d already been there a day, there was little to suggest anyone lived in them. The cushions on the sofa were untouched, the chair at the desk put neatly away.

      The bedroom was the only space that looked lived-in. Slowly and carefully he went through her few belongings, memorising where everything had been and ensuring he returned all of it to exactly the same spot.

      There were several changes of clothes—mostly spare uniforms—some blank parchment and quills, and a small sack of coin. And then, buried right at the bottom of her duffel, a heavy object wrapped in velvet cloth. He took it out, unwrapping the cloth to reveal two matching daggers. Their hilts were intricately carved, with tiny emeralds embedded to form a hand grip, and blades the length of his forearm. With those carefully placed emeralds—they’d been designed for one person’s hand, their unique grip.

      The daggers weren’t hers.

      No, you don’t carefully wrap your own daggers up in velvet and leave them at the bottom of your duffel. She’d been wearing different weapons earlier too, fork-looking blades he didn’t recognise. These daggers weren’t hers, but they meant something to her. Carefully he put them back. It was interesting, but it didn’t shed any light on why she was here or what her intentions might be.

      And he’d been here too long.

      He would need to find another avenue to get the information he needed. And from looking at the men gathered in the barracks earlier, he had an idea about how exactly to get it.

      As quietly as he’d come, he left.
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      Back at the barracks, Talyn had put the men to work sweeping the leaves and debris covering the yard. They were predictably displeased by the order, but she sent Theac to find brooms, shovels and sacks, then joined in with the rest of them as they began sweeping.

      Tiercelin and Zamaril were particularly amusing to watch—it was clear neither of them had been near a cleaning implement their entire lives—not that she let them know it. Tiercelin was the worst, mouth in a tight line, his lack of effort displaying clearly what he thought of being forced to do menial work.

      At least they were quiet. No attitude or bickering for a precious space of time. Talyn warmed to her task—despite the suffocating humidity, she enjoyed the push and pull of her muscles, the quickening of her breath in her chest.

      Once she’d filled three sacks with leaves, she paused to see how the rest were doing. Zamaril and Tiercelin had barely filled a sack between them, and Theac was scowling so hard at his broom she thought it might be in danger of breaking. Corrin worked willingly away, though, efficiently clearing his area of the yard.

      And Halun. Something seized her when she watched the big man work. He’d done this before, his movements quick and economical, but something in his expression, in the way his shoulders had sagged slightly… it tore at her.

      “Halun?” she asked, having no idea what she was going to say, just knowing she had to get that vacant look off his face.

      He turned just as a young winged man wearing the Falcon teal and scarlet landed in the yard. The winged man swept a scornful glance over them before looking at Talyn. “The prince is ready for you, Captain. I’m to take you to him.”

      “Let’s go!” she snapped when they didn’t immediately stop what they were doing.

      Ignoring the sighs and reluctant expressions, she set off after the Falcon, a hard look warning them to fall in line behind her.

      The young Falcon led them away from the barracks and around the hillside, eventually walking up a set of marble steps to a wide, open-aired avenue lined by marble columns on each side. At the end of this avenue, more steps rose to the level above. Unlike their drill yard, these steps had been swept clean and gleamed, silver and ethereal, in the afternoon sun.

      Talyn’s eyes widened as they reached the top of the steps and came upon a turquoise pool laid out at their feet, cool and enticing. It was ringed by the same marble most of the citadel seemed to have been constructed from, with several plush deck chairs lining the edge to her left. To her right, a railing looked south out over Feather Bay, providing a stunning view of the ocean and harbour.

      “The royal family’s private pool,” their escort said tersely. “Nobody is permitted to be here outside members of the family and their personal guard details.”

      “Understood,” Talyn said, her gaze shifting to a figure leaning casually at the railing. Silver-white wings hung loosely from his back, feathers trailing on the ground. He was the only person in sight, and so must be her new charge, Cuinn Acondor. Curiosity kindled despite her uneasiness over this assignment—not only was this her charge, but also apparently a member of the Dumnorix family she’d never met.

      She’d only taken a few steps when she realised the others weren’t following. A sharp gesture and matching glare had them mutinously trailing after her. Their Falcon guide had vanished without a word.

      The prince turned to face them as they approached, a languidness to the movement that spoke of either disdain or simple lack of energy. For the briefest of moments she was struck dumb, just as she had been on first seeing Mithranar, and again when first seeing one of the winged folk.

      Silver-blonde hair turned rich gold in the sunlight was swept entirely to the right, falling over his right cheek and jaw and framing an aquiline face that showed no signs of Dumnorix blood and was all winged folk sculpted beauty.

      He wore an open silk jacket in midnight blue, so perfectly tailored to fit his broad shoulders and lean frame that she wondered momentarily how he got the thing on. Underneath the jacket was nothing but bare chest. Equally fitted breeches in ivory silk completed his attire. His feet were bare.

      Despite all that carefully accented and tailored beauty, his most arresting feature was his eyes. A deep emerald in colour, they shone brightly, hinting at a merry, mischievous nature. It was this that convinced her he possessed a hint of the same blood that ran through her veins. Those vivid eyes in a shade of green she’d never seen before were all Dumnorix. There was no instant recognition on an instinctive level though, like she felt when with her relatives back home.

      When he spoke, his voice was melodious and seductive, rich with warmth and life. And full of awareness of how attractive he was.

      “I suppose you must be the foreigner.” His gaze slid over her. Slowly. “Count me intrigued. I was expecting a scarred, overly-muscled veteran warrior… not this beauty.”

      She almost laughed at the blatant seduction in his voice, thinking of Tarcos’ lean body with its hard muscle and collection of small scars. This peacock was nothing even approaching her type.

      “That’s right. I’m Talyn Dynan from Calumnia. You must be Prince Cuinn.”

      “Quite the powers of deduction.” Amusement tinged that beautiful voice, and then he lifted his eyebrows, looking behind her. “And who, may I ask, are all of you?”

      She cleared her throat. “I’m sure the Falcon has informed you—we’re your new protective guard detail.”

      The amusement moved from his voice to his eyes, veering close to contempt. “He told me they were bringing in a foreigner, then muttered something about a wing of humans. I must admit, I tuned out at that point. Ravinire can get so deathly boring at times.”

      Her pride flared and she spoke the words before she could bring them back. “I’m not just a foreigner, Your Highness. I’m a guard with the Kingshield of the Twin Thrones.”

      “What a mouthful.” He raised a brow. “And only a lowly guard sent? Interesting.”

      “The Falcon has assigned me the rank of captain in Mithranar.” She reined her voice back to brisk politeness—soldier to her charge—though this man’s condescending manner had her prickling with affront.

      “I see.” His lip curled in deeper amusement. “How long have you been here?”

      “I arrived yesterday morning.”

      “Well, I’m sure you’ll be wanting to rest after your long trip. You may leave.”

      It was a dismissal, and one delivered with a sublime arrogance that echoed everything she’d felt from her interaction with the winged folk so far. But that didn’t matter. She didn’t have to like him, just protect him.

      “With your permission, Your Highness, I’d like to introduce you to my wing first. After all, they will be in charge of keeping you safe.”

      The amused grin morphed into a smirk. She was surprised he didn’t outright laugh. “You want to introduce a prince of Mithranar to a group of humans, Captain? I recall Ravinire blathering something about criminals, too. I admit I am the youngest of the royal family, but even so, there are standards.”

      “Sock him in the nose, Tal! What a stuck up, arrogant, sickeningly pretty—”

      Talyn cleared her throat, trying to dislodge Sari’s voice, and the amusement that threatened to escape her in a smile. It had always made her laugh when her partner launched into one of her righteously indignant tirades. It didn’t help that socking this princeling in the nose was becoming increasingly tempting. But her self-control had always been masterful, and she called upon it now. “They’re no longer criminals, they’ve been pardoned, Your Highness.”

      “I suppose they have.” Cuinn straightened from the railing and cast his eye over the men standing some distance behind Talyn. She fought not to roll her eyes at their stubborn refusal to come closer. “Go on, then. Make it quick, I have somewhere to be.”

      She gritted her teeth, fighting the realisation that Cuinn’s attitude had stolen control of this situation from her, and persisted after a deep breath. “Prince Cuinn, this is Theac Parksin. He recently retired from the City Patrol and will be my second. And these men are Zamaril Lightfinger, Halun Arasan, Tiercelin Stormflight, and Corrin Dariel.”

      She didn’t miss the flickers of surprise across their faces at her knowledge of their full names—she’d insisted on that information from Ravinire before meeting them earlier—but said nothing.

      “I’ve heard of you, Lightfinger.” Once again, Cuinn’s smile threatened to shift into an outright chuckle, and she was momentarily concerned she’d have to stop the thief launching himself at the prince. “I’m not sure how good a thief you can be if you got yourself caught so easily. And you, Tiercelin, how did you end up in with this unfortunate collection of downtrodden humans? I thought for sure your parents would have made sure you ended up in Azrilan or Mithanis’s wing by now.”

      Tiercelin flushed red with embarrassment; Talyn wasn’t sure whether it was because the prince was addressing him, or at his obvious amused contempt. She suspected it was the latter. At least Zamaril’s clear satisfaction in the winged man’s discomfort distracted him from the insults the prince had just thrown his way. It was impossible to tell what the other three were thinking. Corrin’s gaze was firmly on the ground, and both Theac and Halun were scowling.

      “I intend to do my best to protect you, Prince Cuinn,” Tiercelin said with as much dignity as he could muster. It was a graceful response she wasn’t sure she’d have been able to manage in his situation. He’d also chosen not to add to or agree with the prince’s insults about the humans in his guard. Her gaze lingered a moment on the winged man’s pretty features—maybe there was something in there she could work with.

      Cuinn turned his attention back to Talyn, boredom now filling his face and voice. “There. We’ve been introduced. Happy now?”

      Talyn nodded and turned to address the men. “Go. You have the rest of the day off. Be in the yard at dawn tomorrow. The entire barracks are assigned to you, so bring up your belongings and anything else you need. Theac—make sure they’re neat about it.”

      They all scattered without a word, glad to escape Cuinn’s presence. Talyn turned back to find the prince regarding her with a raised eyebrow. “Did my not so subtle dismissal escape you, Captain?” he enquired.

      “I’m here to protect you,” she said. “That means you go about your business as usual, and I follow.”

      Cuinn laughed. “I truly have no idea why you were brought here, but I’m not in any danger.”

      “That doesn’t change the fact that I’ve been assigned to protect you.”

      He laughed again. “Look at me. I’m beautiful, wealthy and popular. I don’t have any enemies. Even you can’t help but be affected by me, despite your annoyance and how intensely you already dislike me. Leave me, Captain. I cannot express with words how uninterested I am in having you follow me around like a lost puppy.”

      She hesitated, debating arguing the point. He’d given her a clear order, though, and challenging him wasn’t going to get her anywhere except annoying him further. And a charge that was annoyed with his guard was a terrible place to start.

      So she turned to walked away, but only got a few steps before her pride had her turning back. He was still watching her. “I understand that you and every other winged person in this country feel nothing more than mild contempt for humans,” she said evenly. “But I am a highly trained warrior and I’m very good at what I do, Prince Cuinn. Someone invited me here for a reason. You might want to consider that.”

      Not waiting for him to respond, she turned and stalked away.

      

      It was growing dark when she returned to her room. Exhausted despite having done very little physical activity, she dropped onto the bed and lay there for a long moment.

      This was not going to be easy.

      And if she was honest with herself, she wasn’t sure she was up to it.

      Her wandering gaze fell on her duffel, and she frowned. It sat at the foot of the chair in the corner of the room. Only, she swore she’d left it sitting on the chair that morning. An old back injury had stiffened overnight and she hadn’t wanted to bend all the way to the floor to dig out fresh clothes, so she’d lifted it to the chair.

      The back of her neck tingling, she rolled off the bed and crossed to her bag. It was closed, just as she’d left it, and when she opened it up, there were no obvious signs that the contents had been rifled through.

      Even so. Her instincts were prickling all through her body.

      Someone had been in her room

      She strode to her front door, bending down to study the lock. It didn’t look as if it had been tampered with.

      “But it’s a standard, basic lock, Tal. Someone trained could have picked that without leaving any marks. We could have done it.”

      And they had, multiple times. “Either that or whoever it was had a key.”

      “Ravinire promised you had the only key.”

      “That doesn’t mean someone didn’t make a copy without him knowing. Or he might have been lying.”

      “No, he’s an honest man.”

      Talyn let out an exasperated huff. “You and your instant instincts about people. We don’t know anything about him.”

      “Point out one instance where my instincts were wrong?”

      Before Talyn could reply she was gone. It was always like that. Sari’s voice came and went without any rhyme or reason she could detect. And each time it left her in a tumult of despair that the voice wasn’t real, that Sari was gone, and sweet relief at the sense of having her partner back. Not to mention the deep, heart-rending fear that maybe something was seriously wrong with her, that she was irrevocably broken.

      Sari’s voice was even stronger since she’d come to Mithranar, and she wondered if that was because she’d left her Dumnorix family behind. It shook her confidence further. What if she couldn’t do this?

      She stood, trying to fight back those despairing thoughts. Digging through her duffel, she pulled out the parchment and ink she’d brought and sat down at her desk in the main room.

      She had some planning to do. Hopefully filling her mind with the familiar patterns of strategy might help her relax enough to sleep.

      Talyn had originally imagined her role in Mithranar would be to train the members of the royal family’s guard details in the specifics of close protection, and had expected to have to somehow work her way to training Cuinn’s detail specifically. What she’d been confronted with was so utterly different to her expectations she wasn’t sure what to do.

      “One step at a time, Talyn,” she muttered aloud, taking a deep breath.

      She was going to be leading a wing. Not something she’d done before, but definitely something she’d trained for. She just needed to rely on that training.

      Each Kingshield protection unit was formed of warriors with differing, but specific, skillsets. A talented leader used that to fashion a flexible, adaptive and highly skilled protection detail. If she ignored the fact she was dealing with a group of mostly untrained men, five warriors short of a single ten warrior Kingshield detail, then she had the basics already.

      Both Corrin and Zamaril had raw Callanan potential, and Corrin already had a signature weapon. Theac was experienced in fighting and command. Halun and Tiercelin would be more difficult to train to the required skill level, but Tiercelin’s wings and agility and Halun’s brute strength could be an advantage if she focused their training properly.

      The small number of them was an issue she couldn’t escape. With what she had, it would be impossible for Cuinn to have a continuous guard presence. Ravinire clearly expected her to build a full sixty-strong wing, which was sensible. It would provide six individual details that could rotate through shifts protecting the prince and leave time for training and rest.

      “Admiring the difficulty of the problem isn’t going to solve it.”

      Talyn’s hands curled on the desk.

      “Dammit!” she cursed loudly and pushed out of the chair. She didn’t want to be like this. She wanted to be what she had been before. Powerful. Unshakeably confident. In control.

      She took a deep, steadying breath. What had her Callanan instructors always said—break the big, complex problems down into smaller steps. Then rely on your training. She and Sari had become so experienced, so skilled and in tune, that even complex situations hadn’t been hard anymore. Their confidence had soared, and it got them through everything. Until that one battle.

      Focus. She just needed to focus. And break the problem down.

      So, her wing wasn’t going to be a polished protection detail anytime soon, but maybe she could get them well on the way before her posting finished and she went home to Calumnia.

      The first thing to do was to get their measure.
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      She spent a mostly sleepless night trying not to focus on her fears, and eventually gave up just before dawn. Opening the front door revealed a glowing pink horizon. Mist hugged the treetops of the hillside directly across from the walkway outside. Allowing the simple beauty of her surroundings to calm some of her edginess, she stood at the railing for a few moments, taking slow, deep breaths of the flower-scented air.

      A handful of winged folk swooped by overhead, dropping almost close enough for her to touch before disappearing around the side of the hill. She craned her neck, fascinated to watch them in flight, but they didn’t return.

      By the time she’d eaten—there’d been a large supply of fresh bread, cheese, fruit and dried food left for her in a cupboard, though she supposed she’d be eating at the barracks mess once it ran out—and changed into her sleeveless uniform, the sun had risen fully into the sky, moving from warm to hot on her bare shoulders. Amazingly, she managed to find her way to the barracks without help.

      They were all there, waiting, sitting well apart from each other once again, and with expressions ranging from mutinous to bored.

      “Theac?” She waved him over.

      “Captain?”

      “I want you to run them through basic warm ups and then beginner sword drills. Nothing complicated. I just want to see what they look like.”

      He scratched his head, looking like he wanted to protest, but in the end, nodded and turned away from her.

      Theac drilled them for an hour while Talyn stretched and ran through her Callanan agility exercises. Part of her attention focused on her movements, the remainder on the progress of her men.

      It was quickly apparent that Tiercelin was the only one who had any knowledge whatsoever of how to use a sword. He burst out laughing when Zamaril wrapped his hand around the hilt of his new sword as gingerly as if he were picking up a dangerous snake, then proceeded to drop it as soon as Theac tapped the blade with his own.

      The thief flushed scarlet in mortification, and bent to pick it back up, holding it in a white-knuckled grip this time. Halun waved his training sword about as if it were a fifty-pound club, while Corrin merely looked terrified he might hurt someone with his.

      Worse, they were slow to follow orders—in some cases because they didn’t understand Theac’s instructions and in others because they quite obviously didn’t want to do what he was asking them to. Theac barked non-stop. It was clear that he was angry about more than just the lack of skill and discipline being demonstrated.

      When he finally called a halt, Talyn joined them, running a critical eye over the group. Tiercelin was breathing easily and Theac was mastering his fatigue manfully despite being dangerously red in the face. Corrin looked pale, his arms trembling, and once again his gaze was firmly on his shoes. Zamaril was flushed and had a sour look plastered over his face. Halun sweated profusely and sucked in air with big gulps, presumably well used to heavy work, but not stamina training.

      They all held their blades warily, without a trace of the proper stances and footwork that she was accustomed to seeing at drill. Tiercelin was a little better than the rest, but from what she’d observed, seemed to forgo discipline for showiness.

      As she faced them, she was momentarily at a loss.

      Since her childhood, from riding with the Aimsir to her Callanan apprenticeship to the Kingshield, she had trained amongst the best warriors in her country. She had absolutely no experience with raw recruits who were essentially forced conscripts—something that wouldn’t even happen in the Twin Thrones.

      The silence became drawn out, and it took her a few moments to realise they were picking up her sense of hopelessness. Corrin’s shoulders drooped while Zamaril’s tired expression turned sneering. “I told you we were worthless. Maybe you should just send us back to the cells now and be done with it.”

      His defeatist attitude stung Talyn’s temper. “If you talk like that, of course you’re going to be useless. None of the skilled warriors I know lack confidence.” Except me. But I’m going to get it back. I have to get it back.

      “We’re not skilled warriors,” Zamaril countered.

      “If you think we’re useless, then why should we think differently?” Corrin said in a small voice. “We can tell from the way you and Theac look at us.”

      Halun merely dropped his sword and crossed his arms over his chest, glare firmly in place.

      “Don’t be so sure.” Talyn took a breath. “All the fine warriors I know didn’t start out that way. Neither did I, when it comes down to it. We just have to start from the beginning and work hard.”

      Theac grunted, but the others just looked at their shoes. Talyn gritted her teeth and forced back irritation. One step at a time. “How are the barracks? Comfortable enough for you?”

      “They’ll do.” Theac grunted.

      “Actually, I couldn’t find my money pouch this morning.” Tiercelin threw a dark glance at Zamaril. “I don’t suppose anybody knows where it is?”

      “Are you insinuating I took it?” Zamaril snapped.

      “Well I don’t know. You are our resident thief,” Tiercelin said.

      “You probably lost it, you flea-bitten feathered moron!”

      “How dare you call me a moron!” Tiercelin flushed an angry red. “Remember your place, human!”

      Letting out an inarticulate shout of anger, Zamaril threw himself at Tiercelin. The winged man was taken by surprise and fell backwards with the force of Zamaril’s charge. They hit the ground and rolled over and over, throwing punches that mostly didn’t land and wrestling for the upper hand. The warrior part of Talyn frowned when Tiercelin didn’t even try to use his wings to help him fight, allowing the much smaller and wirier Zamaril to get the upper hand.

      She let them at it for a few moments, then when they staggered to their feet, still wrestling, she moved. Swooping down to pick up Halun’s dropped training sword, she cracked Zamaril hard on the back with it, then gripped the collar of his shirt, trying to pull them apart.

      When he ignored her tugging and they continued to brawl—a careless elbow nearly catching her in her jaw—she kicked Zamaril hard in the back of his right knee, forcing the leg to fold under him. Then, as he dropped, she stepped around, drove her elbow into Tiercelin’s solar plexus and sent him staggering back. Before he could right himself, she drew her sai, spinning it so the morning sunlight glinted brightly on the blade.

      “Either of you keep going and I start removing important body parts!” she snapped.

      Tiercelin froze into instant stillness while Zamaril stumbled to his feet, glowering and rubbing the back of his knee.

      “Theac!” she bellowed, and the veteran reluctantly stepped forward to stand between the two men. Blood flowed from Zamaril’s nose and both he and Tiercelin sported darkening bruises on their cheekbones. Their chests heaved and sweat soaked through their clothes, making a pitiful sight.

      “Zamaril, did you take the money?” Talyn asked him.

      “No,” he said, tugging up the hem of his threadbare shirt to swipe at his bleeding nose. “I didn’t take anything.”

      “Do you promise to never steal from anybody in this wing?” She lifted a hand as he opened his mouth. “And before you answer you better damn well mean it. I told you yesterday, these men are your comrades. We don’t insult each other and we don’t steal from each other. Trust is imperative.”

      “I don’t trust them,” he muttered.

      “Zamaril!” she shouted. “If you don’t start showing some sliver of cooperation, so help me I will send you straight back to that cell. I won’t tolerate any further insubordination from you. Am I clear?”

      “All right,” he said sulkily. “I promise I won’t steal from anyone in this wing. You have my word.”

      “Tiercelin.” Talyn rounded on him. “You do not go around making accusations about fellow members of your wing without solid proof. Am I clear?”

      “Whatever.” He brushed the dirt off his shoulders, flaring his wings to shed them of leaves too.

      She levelled him with a look. “You don’t have to be here either. I’m just as happy to have zero winged folk in my wing, so feel free to fly off right now if you can’t follow my orders and be a part of this team. Am I clear?”

      He stiffened, his pretty face flinching at whatever must be written in her expression, but he gave her a sharp nod. “Yes, Captain.”

      There’d been a hint of fear in his eyes at her words, and she wondered at the source of it. The question of why he was the only Falcon here nagged at her. She dismissed the curiosity for now, keeping her voice cold as she widened her gaze to address them all. “I will not tolerate infighting in this wing. We will be relying on each other for our lives. Theac, do you agree?”

      “This isn’t a wing,” he said darkly, glowering at her. “This is a flea-bitten rabble.”

      She stepped up to him, lowering her voice so that only he could hear. In the heat of her anger and frustration, she’d recaptured a flash of who she’d once been, utterly implacable in the face of attitude. Combined with her natural Dumnorix charisma, it was difficult to stand up to, and she used it on him ruthlessly. “You are my second. That means you back me up in front of the wing, and you help when I’m trying to break up a fight. If you aren’t prepared to be a second, you can leave. Now.”

      He stared mutinously at her, jaw set.

      “Make your choice,” she said evenly.

      “I’ll stay.” He jerked his head.

      “Don’t make me do this again,” she warned. “I won’t give you a choice next time. I may be a woman, but I’m not soft.”

      “Understood,” he growled.

      Talyn stepped back, taking a breath to calm herself before turning back to the group. Anger could be used, but it needed to be controlled too. “Zamaril, Tiercelin, if it happens again, you’ll both be out. That goes for the rest of you if you try and pull the same thing. Being here is an opportunity for all of you. It may not be one that you want, or that you like, but it is a damn sight better than rotting in those cells, so start acting like it!”

      They nodded, feet shuffling, eyes on the ground. She almost allowed herself to roll her eyes. Was this truly what command was like? It felt more like what she imagined parenting small children would be.

      “Captain, can I ask you a question?” Corrin asked hesitantly.

      She let out a breath, using it to calm herself. “You can ask me anything.”

      “Would you tell us about the badge on your chest?” He pointed.

      Taken aback, she glanced down, reaching up to trace her fingers over the little stars. “The crossed swords is the Dumnorix sigil. The Kingshield, Callanan and army all wear this to reflect that. The colour matches the eye-colour of the current monarch. The Dumnorix family have quite striking and brightly coloured eyes—like starlight—hence this emblem is stitched from stars.”

      “Your king has amber eyes?” Tiercelin asked, sounding as curious as Corrin now.

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      Zamaril was next, frowning in confusion. “Why did you join the Kingshield?” he asked. “You have the skills of a great warrior, why waste them protecting a king or a prince?”

      “The Dumnorix are worth protecting. They devote their lives to looking after all their people,” she said simply, realising the words sounded trite, but utterly unwilling to explain the real reason she’d joined the Kingshield. “It is an honour to protect and serve their family.”

      Zamaril let out a scornful laugh. His raking glance suggested he knew she was lying through her teeth.

      “An admirable king who protects his people,” Theac muttered angrily. “A hopeful thought indeed. I think you live in some sort of dreamworld, Captain.”

      Having had a stomach full of black looks and bitterness, Talyn decided to end the conversation there. “Training is over for this morning. You will spend the remainder of the day finishing sweeping and clearing this yard. If I see one leaf or speck of dust on this ground tomorrow morning, I will make you clean it again.” She tried to quell her frustration with them, but it was a losing battle. “Dismissed.”

      “I didn’t do anything wrong.” Corrin frowned, glaring in Zamaril’s direction.

      Halun growled, presumably in agreement, crossing his brawny arms over his chest.

      “What happens to the wing affects the entire wing,” she said. “You’ll all clean together. Perhaps next time Zamaril and Tiercelin won’t be in such a hurry to insult each other. Now get to it.”

      Looking insolent and irritated, they shuffled off towards the barracks. Talyn doubted that the yard would be cleaned very well, but at least they were doing as she asked.

      Sort of.

      “You!” she snapped at Theac as he turned to follow the others.

      He turned and raised an eyebrow, not even bothering to address her by her rank.

      She sighed. “Theac, we need to instil confidence and a sense of teamwork in them. They will look to you because of your experience and because I’m a woman and they don’t trust me yet.”

      “I never asked them to.”

      “If you’d like to make this difficult for me, then fine. But I warn you Theac, I will succeed here.”

      Theac spread his arms, a bitter grin crossing his face. “I’m not going to stop you from trying, and I’ll do my job. Just don’t expect any more than that, Captain.”

      “Get out of here,” she snapped.

      He turned and stalked away. Talyn let out a breath—threatening people to make them obey her wasn’t her ideal choice, but she wasn’t averse to it if necessary.

      “That was expertly handled. I don’t know why you keep doubting yourself.”

      “Get out of my head,” she snarled, before stalking out of the yard.

      

      A Falcon sent by Ravinire was waiting for Talyn as she arrived back at her room. She followed him to the WingGuard commander’s quarters via another confusing route that took her not far north of Cuinn’s tower. If she remembered Tiercelin’s explanation from the day before correctly, that would place her almost adjacent to the queen’s rooms. She tried her best to memorise the route, but wasn’t sure she’d succeeded.

      The Falcon barracks were sprawling and busy. Two wings drilled in a large yard not unlike her own, while another wing filled the sky above practising aerial manoeuvres. Their musical voices drifted in the warm midday air.

      Ravinire’s quarters took up half of the top floor of the barracks building, while the other half held a series of offices, presumably occupied by his staff. The working space was much less cluttered than her experience of Callanan Tower and the Kingshield offices at home.

      Here, the space seemed designed around the fact that all of its occupants had wings that could easily topple anything fragile and would be cramped with too much furniture around. Instead there were only a handful of tables and none of the chairs had backs. Parchment was kept inside boxes so piles couldn’t be carelessly swept away by an unfurling wing, and the ceiling was high.

      She liked it. It gave the otherwise busy working area a sense of breathing space, especially given how hot the air was.

      Her Falcon guide rapped sharply on a half open door, then pushed it open when a voice inside told them to enter. Talyn stepped in to find a pair of suspicious brown eyes staring at her from a winged man sitting behind a desk—the desk was the only furniture in the room and the chair was more like a stool.

      “The Falcon is waiting for you,” he said, tone bordering on rude.

      She ignored the tone and the look, simply giving a friendly nod before crossing the small space and opening the only other door. A large office lay beyond, floor to ceiling glass directly behind Ravinire’s desk offering a view over three hillside buildings she was fairly confident were the queen’s quarters.

      There was another door to her immediate left—firmly closed. Otherwise the room was sparse apart from the desk and two backless chairs sitting before it. Two boxes of parchment sat at his right and left hands.

      “Good morning, Captain Dynan.” Ravinire looked up. “Please, take a seat.”

      She did as asked, her posture stiffer than usual without the back of a chair to lean against. “Good morning, sir.”

      “As you’ve now had a day to settle in, I would like to discuss my expectations from you for the year you are with us.” He gave her a wry look. “As you’ve already pointed out, the crown paid dearly for the benefit of your presence here, and I’d like to make sure that investment isn’t wasted.”

      “Yes, sir.” Good, some firm boundaries and expectations. Maybe they would help her feel less like she was floundering.

      “For a start, five men is not a wing. You cannot protect Prince Cuinn at all times with only half a single detail.”

      “I agree, sir. However, unless you can provide me with some trained fighters, I don’t have enough resources to train more than five men at one time.”

      “The WingGuard has no additional resources for you, Captain,” he said. “I can provide more pardonables.”

      “No sir.” She shook her head. “I can’t effectively train more than five raw recruits at a time, particularly those that have no desire to be soldiers and are only doing this because the alternative facing them is jail.”

      He said nothing for a moment, his expression unreadable as his gaze studied her. It almost seemed he was searching for something. She kept her expression equally bland, and it was impossible to tell whether he found what he was looking for. “I will accept that for now,” he said. “However, both Theac and Tiercelin are trained fighters. Use them to expedite your training requirements. If you aren’t able to build an effective protection wing, then there’s no purpose in you being here.”

      “There it is, Tal! He doesn’t want you here, and he’s looking for a reason to get rid of you. Or convince whoever asked for you to get rid of you. Fail at this and he has his reason.”

      Talyn took a breath. Sari was correct. What he was asking was impossible, yet she read clearly the implicit warning in his words. She either did as he asked, or she was going to be sent back home, izerdia or no. “Yes, sir. I’ll do my best.”

      “I thought you liked him?” she muttered.

      “I just said he was honest.”

      “Helpful.” Talyn returned her attention to Ravinire as he spoke again. “Good. Now, how did your meeting with Prince Cuinn go?”

      “Not well, sir. He insists he doesn’t need a protective detail and refused to allow me to remain as his guard in the interim before the men can be trained up.” She spoke honestly. “I would appreciate any advice you could give me on how best to handle that.”

      “Prince Cuinn is a… difficult subject,” Ravinire agreed. “Should it become necessary, I will talk to the queen. For now, given you don’t have enough for a detail anyway, I think it better you devote your time to training up the men. We’ll revisit once you have a functioning detail.”

      “Thank you, sir.” She shifted. He’d already shut her down once, but she was going to try again. “Is there anything I should know about the security environment here, particularly as it pertains to Prince Cuinn? I want to do everything I can to fulfil my duties.”

      “I’m sure you have worked out for yourself there are certain tensions between the Dock City population and the citadel, but those tensions have always been there. I don’t truly believe the humans pose a specific threat to Prince Cuinn, or anyone in the royal family,” Ravinire said. “Should the WingGuard be made aware of any such threats, I will of course let you know.”

      “Yes, sir.” She hesitated. She was already pushing him, but she needed to know something, so she summoned as courteous a tone as she could manage. “May I ask the reason a Kingshield liaison was requested at this particular time?”

      He watched her again, the moment dragging out, until she felt the need to clarify. “Instead of being placed with your WingGuard to assist in training them in the specifics of personal protection, I’ve been asked to create a new wing for the queen’s youngest son. I would have thought it more logical to assign me to the queen’s unit, or even the eldest prince’s, to help improve their skills. Given that, I assume there’s a particular danger that has developed recently where Prince Cuinn is concerned and that’s what prompted your queen to reach out to the Twin Thrones.”

      It was a shot in the dark, but his face gave her no indication whether it had landed. “You’ll find that what you might consider logical for the Twin Thrones is quite different to what makes sense in Mithranar.” He finally looked away, shifting his attention to the papers on his desk. “I’ve already answered your questions. If and when there is a threat to Prince Cuinn, you will be advised. Dismissed, Captain.”

      

      Her thoughts ran busily as she departed the WingGuard barracks, left to her own devices to find her way back. Ravinire had told her the previous day he’d been wanting Cuinn to have a protective detail for some time, yet she had the distinct impression this whole thing was more about setting her an impossible task so he could have good reason to send her packing or convince whoever wanted her here to send her home.

      “Maybe it’s not that nefarious. Perhaps he’s put you in the youngest prince’s guard to test you, see whether you’re any good. Maybe even to see if he can trust you before he lets you train his soldiers.”

      That made sense. He clearly hadn’t been the one behind the request to bring her here. And she tended to agree with Sari’s assessment that he was fair and honest leader. If she proved herself useful, then good, he’d use her expertise. If not, he could send her home at the end of the year, no harm, no foul. Experiment over.

      “Maybe it’s both. He could be looking for excuses to get rid of me while also testing to see how good I am.”

      “Agreed. The more interesting question is why the Callanan are so interested in this Shadowhawk character that they asked Ceannar to send you here.”

      Maybe that was one question she could answer. Some dedicated investigation should yield results there. Talyn stopped walking suddenly, staring around her and realising she was lost. Dammit.

      She briefly considered flagging down one of the passing winged folk, but given their reaction to her arrival, she was loathe to own up to being lost. No, she would find her own way, no matter how long it took or how many ladders she had to clamber up or down.

      And she’d use it as an opportunity to start learning her way around this damn labyrinth of a hill city.

      

      It took her a full-turn, but she made it out of the citadel and down into Dock City. Dusk was falling, the air still thick and warm, but now outlined in a hazy orange glow. She’d considered checking on her wing before leaving the citadel—but after their interaction earlier she wasn’t sure she could face another helping of bad attitude. Half of her was afraid she’d find them utterly disobeying her order to clean. That would force her into carrying out her threat to send them back, and then she’d have no wing. Ravinire would most certainly see that as a failure.

      Fear clawed at her chest, and she tried to fight it down. She hadn’t failed yet.

      At least in walking through Dock City she wasn’t subjected to the regular looks of derision or contempt she got in the citadel. In fact, a man closing up his store for the day was more than happy to point her in the direction of the City Patrol station in the Market Quarter.

      The building was almost identical to the headquarters in the Wealthy Quarter, just smaller. Two Patrolmen sat at the front desk. These two wore crisp uniforms and seemed to be paying attention to their surroundings, which was an improvement on the two she’d met when choosing her detail the previous day.

      “Can we help you?” the one on the left asked politely.

      “My name is Talyn Dynan. I’m looking for Watch Officer Tye. Is he here?”

      The Patrolman rose from his seat. “He’s back in his office. I’ll go and get him for you.”

      Dark-skinned with neatly-cut black curls, Tye had brown eyes that were full of curiosity as he appeared through a door to the left. He also barely reached her shoulder. “Kingshield Dynan,” he greeted her, an edge of puzzlement to his polite tone. “What can I do for you?”

      “I wanted to ask about the thieves I helped catch the other day. What happened to them?”

      “Two are already out. They’ll be on work-crew duty for two weeks to clear the slate. The one who threw the knife at you has gone to the city jail. He’ll be there for several months I expect.” A small smile. “Normally the Shadowhawk gets his people out before that can happen, but in this case, I expect he took exception to the knife throwing.”

      At the flash of confusion on Talyn’s face, Tye continued. “He won’t like that one of his people used a weapon to attack you. Beats me how he hears about these details, but there you go.”

      Interesting. She needed to know more. “Do you have time for me to buy you a drink? I’m going to be here in Mithranar for a while, and there’s clearly a lot for me to learn. If I’m going to do my job properly, I want to learn as quick as I can.”

      He gave her knowing look. “I don’t suppose the winged lot up in their pretty citadel have been too welcoming of a human?” He looked around, as if assuring himself all was quiet. “I’m on duty tonight, but I have some time for a break. If we go to the inn just around the corner, the lads will come and get me if there’s any trouble.”

      The inn was clearly a hotspot for off—and on—duty Patrolmen, and most of its patrons had a wave or a shouted greeting for Tye as they entered. Music was playing in the background, just a man and woman playing a merry tune on flute and fiddle.

      “If you don’t mind me asking, what is your job here?” he asked as drinks were placed in front of them—Tye ordering a cold juice rather than ale.

      “The Acondor family requested a Kingshield liaison to assist in training the WingGuard in close protection skills. We provide personal protection in the Twin Thrones. The Falcon has asked me to develop a wing for Prince Cuinn’s protection.”

      Tye frowned. “I don’t pretend to understand winged folk thinking, but I suppose it makes sense they’d eventually get around to creating a wing for Prince Cuinn. Though why they’re asking a foreign warrior to do it escapes me. The winged folk aren’t ones for respecting those without wings.”

      “As has been impressed on me strongly so far,” she muttered.

      He flashed a warm smile. “I bet. Can I ask what the Twin Thrones gets out of this?”

      Talyn eyed him in satisfaction. The man wasn’t a dullard. That would make him an even better informant. “A very pricy shipment of izerdia.”

      “I see. You must be very good at what you do.” He tipped his glass towards her in genuine acknowledgement. “Go ahead and ask your questions, Captain.”

      “First question.” Talyn kept her voice casual but interested. “The Shadowhawk is a criminal, yet from what I’ve seen so far, you all like him. The Falcon said something to me about half the City Patrol being in his pocket.”

      “Like’s not the right word.” Tye sipped his drink. “And half is a massive exaggeration. You’ve been here what, two days? So you’ve already had a taste of what things are like here. Between the humans and winged folk, I mean.”

      “You could say that.”

      “It’s more than just sentiment. Mithranar is not a resource-rich country, and apart from our izerdia, the copper mines, and wood we export, we are reliant for most things on trade from other places. The winged folk look after themselves first, then the humans, and because of their opulent lifestyle, they don’t spend any more than they absolutely have to.” Tye’s face turned sober. “It means we—the humans—don’t always get the food or other essentials we need. The Shadowhawk’s activities address that problem. There are times when the supplies he and his network steals are the only thing stopping parts of the Dock City population from starving.”

      Talyn considered him a moment. “So the City Patrol is sympathetic to him?”

      “The City Patrol is a lot of things.” Tye gave a bitter laugh. “The winged folk don’t much care for how we police ourselves, as long as what happens down here doesn’t affect them up there. Some of us are sympathetic to the Shadowhawk, yes. Some of us take bribes or other incentives from the Falcons to help catch the Shadowhawk, or for other reasons. Some care about enforcing the law, others not so much.”

      And you’re one of the ones who cares. “You’re certainly the most helpful Patrolman I’ve met so far.”

      “I heard the Falcon asked you to take on pardonables for your new wing.” Tye traced a finger over the grooves worn deep into the wooden tabletop. “I’m glad you picked Parksin.”

      “He’s not.”

      Another quicksilver smile flashed over Tye’s face. “He trained me—he was Patrol Captain of the Poor Quarter when I first started. And I won’t lie, there’s good reason he was thrown out. But none of it was because he was one of the Patrolmen I talked about who like to take bribes.”

      There was a message in there, but she was hesitant to probe further. Tye had already told her a lot and she didn’t want to push him too far. He could be a useful source if she handled this carefully. So instead she offered an appreciative nod as he drained his juice. “Thank you for taking the time to talk to me, Watch Officer. It’s been extremely helpful, but I don’t want to hold you up if you’re on duty. Can I walk you back?”

      “Andres, please.” He rose as she did. “And I’m happy to answer any questions you have as you settle in, Captain. Mithranar is a strange enough place for those of us who have lived here our whole lives.”

      “I may take you up on that.” They walked back out into the street. Immediately a wave of warm night air enveloped them. Sweat prickled on her skin.

      “Until next time, then.” He offered that quick smile again as they stopped outside the Patrol building, then turned and took the steps two at a time.

      She turned back to survey the busy street, and a sigh escaped her. It was going to be a long walk back up that blasted wall.
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      When Talyn appeared in the training yard early the next morning, it had been cleaned and swept, but nobody was there except for Theac and Corrin. Theac glowered as he sharpened a new axe. The boy sat disconsolately on a stone bench, and in a startlingly unsurprising development, was staring at his shoes.

      “Where are they?” she asked Theac.

      “I looked for them,” he said grudgingly. “Couldn’t find them.”

      She stared at him, but he was unbothered, his gaze dropping back to the axe. Corrin’s eyes flickered up to glance between them, uncertain, before returning to his shoes. For the first time she noticed how threadbare they were—his toe poked through a hole in the right one.

      “Both of you,” she snapped. “Get up and follow along as best you can.”

      Without another word, she settled into a series of stretches before beginning a warm up. The familiar movements of sabai—the Callanan form of unarmed combat—calmed her mood and focused her mind.

      She was just finishing up, Corrin and Theac stumbling awkwardly behind her, when Tiercelin spiralled down out of the air. She said nothing, simply raised her eyebrow at him.

      “Apologies Captain, but I had to attend a family dinner last night and it ran rather late.” He offered a smile. “I’m sure you understand.”

      “No, I don’t,” she said, “If I order you to be here at a certain time, I expect you to be here.”

      “Zamaril and Halun aren’t here either.” He seemed astonished that she was angry with him.

      “I don’t care where everybody else is,” she said. “And sleeping in is not a sufficient excuse for being late to drill.”

      Before he could reply, the door to the barracks opened and Halun and Zamaril appeared. The thief slouched in, then sprawled along one of the stone benches. Halun looked at him, then shrugged and sat down beside him.

      “Where have you two been?” She rounded on them.

      Zamaril yawned widely. “Sleeping. Cleaning out the yard yesterday was tiring.”

      Talyn glanced at Theac, whose glower had only become more firmly settled over his features. She took a few deep breaths. She was Talyn Dynan, Callanan warrior and member of the Dumnorix family. This rabble of poor-attitude and reluctance was not going beat her.

      “Theac, the inside of the barracks needs cleaning,” she said, voice light but firm. “See that it gets done by nightfall.”

      “Yes, Captain,” he muttered, heaving himself to his feet.

      “And if you can’t display enough leadership ability to get the wing to appear for drill on time, you’re out.” She strode to the gate, casting her eye over all of them. “Be here on time tomorrow, or don’t bother coming at all.”

      As they walked away, some of her confidence faded, and she seriously contemplated the fact she might need to go to Ravinire the next day and tell him she’d had to send them all back to the cells. The unfairness of what he was expecting rose up in a choke-hold of frustration, but it was only covering her deeply buried fear that she couldn’t do this. That the person she’d been before, who would have succeeded no matter how unreasonable Ravinire’s task, had gone forever.

      “No,” she said the word aloud to give it greater emphasis. “I won’t give up.”

      “I’m with you, Tal.”

      Her eyes closed at the whisper of thought through her mind. “But you’re not. I’m here alone.”

      

      Trying to keep a firm grip on her determination, Talyn spent the rest of the morning and early afternoon exploring the palace until she felt she could find her way around to the places she needed to without help. She also discovered the way to the main entrance to Cuinn’s tower—the bridge leading over to his front door was, of course, unguarded. He wasn’t there, so she kept exploring.

      The palace was a hive of activity. Winged folk either glided or flew past Talyn as she strolled the walkways. The only adult she saw walking had part of her left wing bandaged.

      Their musical voices added an air of liveliness to the bright day. None of them acknowledged her though, beyond the occasional frown thrown her way at the sight of a human. Talyn saw only a handful of other humans on her walk, and judging by their similar clothes and manner, she guessed they were servants.

      The sharp contrast between the beauty of the citadel and the lack of warmth in its residents was hard to adjust to, leaving her strangely torn between the alluring loveliness and music of the citadel and the distinct feeling that she was not welcome or wanted.

      On her way back to her room, legs burning from all the climbing, she diverged from the path past her wing’s barracks. Now more familiar with the layout of the palace, it was obvious how far they were from the main living areas of the royal family, and from the other WingGuard barracks. Most likely a deliberate move on Ravinire’s part. A smart one too, given what she’d experienced so far.

      Nobody was about in the yard, and she swore to herself that if she found them inside doing nothing, she’d send them all back to jail, Theac included. Tiercelin could go back to his family dinners and another wing of the Falcons. Maybe Ravinire could be convinced to give her proper soldiers, or allow her to simply be Cuinn’s only guard for the rest of her posting. Or he’d just send her home because she’d failed his ridiculous test.

      And then they would all know she’d failed. How broken she was. Before she could slide all the way down into the vicious cycle of fear and despair, a snatch of music caught her attention. It was a soft, sad tune. Haunting enough to draw her out of her emotion and back into the day.

      Curious, she followed the drifting notes around to a small gate set in the wall of the barracks. It led into a pretty garden adjacent to the barracks’ mess hall.

      Corrin was in there alone, his back to her, seated on a stone bench. His hands cradled a small flute, which he was playing with deft fingers, his head bowed over the instrument, long hair hiding his face.

      The surge of irritation at the sight of him not following orders broke through the spell his music had set over her. “You’ve got ten seconds to explain to me why you’re not cleaning as ordered, or I’ll walk you back to the cells myself.”

      He started, and almost dropped the instrument. But when he turned to face her, she was shocked to see tears glistening on his cheeks. In a flash her anger was gone, and she wavered, unsettled by how his tears tore at her own wounds.

      “Is everything all right? Did something happen?” She crossed to sit beside him on the bench, concerned. As with the others in her wing, she was uncertain what to make of Corrin. Callanan potential notwithstanding, he was young and timid and didn’t fit the mould of a warrior in any sense of the word.

      He swallowed and shook his head. “No, nothing’s happened, Captain.”

      “Then why aren’t you cleaning the barracks?” she asked sharply.

      “I finished the section Theac assigned me.” He sniffed, reaching up to scrub his face with a dirty sleeve. “And playing music always helps me feel better.”

      Corrin was no Zamaril, so she decided to accept he was telling the truth. And because he was still so stiff around her and she truly wanted to know what had upset him, she smiled. “You play beautifully. How long have you been learning?”

      “Since I was a boy.” A sad smile flicked over his face. “My father taught me. Learning an instrument isn’t uncommon here, but Da used to say I had the talent to be even better than him.”

      “He’s not alive anymore, is he?” she asked softly. One thing she would always recognise—the grief of loss. It was written all over him.

      “No.” He looked away from her.

      “Why were you crying, Corrin?” She kept her voice gentle.

      “It’s nothing.” His jaw clenched.

      She was silent a moment, searching for what to say. If she wanted her wing to succeed, she needed to try and win this boy over, to earn his trust. “Corrin, being your captain doesn’t just mean I’m the person who yells orders at you. It makes me responsible for you, and that means having your back and looking out for you. If you’re in trouble of some kind, it’s my job to help you get out of it.”

      His gaze shifted and he stared at her for a long moment—he looked so painfully young with his green eyes wet from tears and his thin shoulders literally sagging under the weight they bore. She watched as his strength faltered and he twisted back away to stare at the ground.

      “I don’t know what to do,” he said raggedly, his breath hitching.

      “About what?” she asked firmly.

      “It’s just…” His shoulders sagged further, then suddenly the words poured out of him in a torrent. “It’s my mam, and my sisters. They’re all alone now that I’m up here. Da died in prison. The Falcons caught him stealing from one of their warehouses. We’re a poor family, and he didn’t make enough from his music to feed us last winter, so he took to stealing what we needed. He wasn’t a criminal... he just... we didn’t have enough to eat, and my baby sister was so sick with a cough. The Falcons didn’t care about a human thief. They put him in a prison cell that was damp from the monsoon season. He caught a fever and died.”

      Talyn’s heart lurched with misery for the young man and the awful position he was in. “Corrin, I—”

      “Ever since he died we had to fend for ourselves. I’m only seventeen, but I was the oldest, my sisters are only babies... I had to take care of them.” His voice broke. “I worked playing music on the street corners, at the inns, almost twenty full-turns a day, but it wasn’t enough, not after what we had to pay for medicine for my sister. They wouldn’t take me on at the docks because I’m not strong enough, and I had no trade skills to get an apprenticeship. So I had to take to stealing too, to feed my family. But of course I got caught and now I’m here and my mam and sisters are all alone. I don’t know what to do. I’m trapped up here, and if I leave, I’ll get put back in jail. I’m so scared that they won’t survive without me.”

      Talyn sat there, momentarily at a loss on how to respond or what to do. Corrin’s distress was deep and powerful, and she’d never been good at comforting people. Neither had Sari. They hadn’t needed to be.

      But she could imagine how awful it would be to be in Corrin’s plight—she’d made sure Sari’s husband and young son were settled before leaving for Ryathl, and part of her wages ever since had gone to both of them. It would tear her apart to know they were struggling and she couldn’t help.

      She reached out and settled her hand on his shoulder. “Corrin, I’m sorry, I had no idea.”

      “It’s not your fault. I wouldn’t have lasted long in the cells. You probably saved my life.” He tried to smile through watery tears. “Though I have no idea why you chose me.”

      “I had an instinct about you, Corrin,” she replied absently, her gaze distant as her mind thought furiously. The urge to do something was almost a compulsion. Corrin was her responsibility now and she had to look after him. That was the Dumnorix in her.

      “I want to help.” She turned back to him. “But I need your permission to tell the others.”

      “No,” he said instantly. “They won’t care, and they’ll just think I’m weak. Zamaril already calls me a baby.”

      “Can Zamaril throw a knife as well as you can?” she asked him.

      He paused. “No.”

      She gave him a look. “Then perhaps you shouldn’t bother so much about what he calls you. You can be important to this wing, Corrin, but first you need to start believing it.”

      “It’s not easy.” His tears had stopped and he wiped his face with a sleeve. “I’m not even full grown, and after everything that’s happened... it’s hard to believe that things will ever get better.”

      “I know that to you, I’m a stranger and a foreigner.” She met his gaze. “But I ask you to give me your trust even though you have no reason to. Do that, and from now on we do this together.”

      He stared at his feet for a long moment. She sensed his deep reluctance to do as she asked, but along with it, a growing acceptance that he had little choice. Eventually he sniffed, then nodded. “All right.”

      “Good.” She injected a little ice into her voice. “And so help me, if you keep staring at your shoes in my presence I’m going to chop both your feet off at the ankles. If you’re going to be a warrior, Corrin Dariel, straighten your shoulders and meet the world like the man you want to be.”

      He swallowed, lifted his gaze to hers. “Yes, Captain.”

      

      She left Corrin to his music and went in search of the others in the barracks. They were huge, standing three stories high and clearly meant for a full wing of Falcons. After a long hunt to track each of them down—they’d all chosen to work as far from each other as possible—she ordered them to a ground floor common room that exited directly out into the yard.

      It was the friendliest place she’d seen in the building, with a fireplace dominating one wall—seriously, who ever needed a fire in Mithranar?—thick carpeting and several comfortable looking chairs and sofas. Tables were scattered throughout the space for work or study, and a doorway on the far wall led directly to the kitchen and mess. She suspected it had been designed for human servants working for the wing living at the barracks.

      None of her wing had been cleaning with any effort to do a decent job. All jumped to attention with alacrity when she appeared, looking wary. She said nothing, simply telling them to come downstairs. This made them look even warier, but they complied without a word.

      She ran a slow, deliberate gaze over the dust an inch thick that covered all the surfaces, then raised an eyebrow at Theac.

      He shrugged. “This room was next on my list.”

      “I see.”

      Zamaril and Tiercelin sat opposite each other around a low central table, both sprawled lazily on comfortable lounges. Halun sat in between, idly carving a piece of wood and ignoring the glaring going on.

      “I’m here to talk to you about Corrin,” she said without preamble, choosing one of the chairs left vacant.

      Zamaril gave an exaggerated sigh. “Aren’t you going to tell us off for shirking our duties first? Maybe make us scrub the tiles with our bare hands?”

      “Where is he?” Theac asked, shooting a glower in Zamaril’s direction.

      “You know, the more often you glare like that, the less scary it is,” Tiercelin pointed out.

      Theac levelled another look in his direction. Tiercelin grinned. Halun carefully placed his wood carving on the table, then gave Talyn his full attention. She gave an inward sigh of relief—at least one of them seemed to care.

      “I ran into him outside. He was upset.” Talyn explained to them what Corrin had told her about his situation.

      “Poor lad.” Theac whistled, his face softening with genuine sympathy for the first time since Talyn had met him. “He’s got no way of caring properly for his mother and sisters. I saw plenty of families like that, back when I was in the Patrol. It rarely turned out well for them.”

      “I’m going to tell you the same thing I just told Corrin.” Talyn leant forward. “Whether any of us are happy about the situation or not, we’ve been lumped together. As your captain, I am responsible for you. I want to help Corrin. I don’t know yet how things work here, which is why I need your help. Any ideas?”

      Tiercelin shrugged. “Most humans are poor. It’s their lot. Corrin’s lucky he was able to get out of that when you chose him to be pardoned.”

      Talyn stilled her flare of anger at Tiercelin’s arrogant and unthinking words. Yelling at him would do no good. When Zamaril opened his mouth, she shot him a glare so fierce that he closed it with a snap and sank back into the cushions of the couch.

      “Tiercelin, do you have sisters?” she asked.

      “A younger one.” He nodded. “And two older brothers.”

      “Then I want you to imagine your sister didn’t have enough to eat. Imagine she lived in a small house that wasn’t warm enough in winter, and didn’t keep out the rain. That she was in constant danger of being attacked, robbed, or raped because of the area she lived in. Imagine your mother being in the same situation. Now, imagine if Corrin sat where you are now and told you that you were lucky because you’d left your mother and sister behind in that situation.”

      Tiercelin made no reply, but he shifted on the couch as if suddenly uncomfortable. The cockiness faded from his expression and he wouldn’t meet her eyes. Zamaril’s sneer was back. Theac looked suddenly old and weary, like this was a battle he’d fought many times before and lost. Halun’s fists were clenched in his lap but he wouldn’t meet anyone’s gaze either.

      That was all right. Once step at a time.

      “Look.” Talyn took a breath. “Corrin said something to me before that made me think. He told me that given what has happened to him, he finds it almost impossible to believe that things could ever get better. That’s something you all share with him, right?” And it’s something I share with all of them too. They just don’t know it.

      Theac and Halun looked discomfited, and even Zamaril had lost his smirk.

      “Yeah, maybe,” Tiercelin said softly, surprisingly.

      Talyn looked at them. “Things won’t get any better if you don’t try. I know that’s easy to say, and I know that none of you want to be here. What I’m telling you is that being here is your chance to turn things around. Together, we can work towards making it better. I think you’ve got a better chance doing that here than in the cells, am I correct?”

      Silence.

      “I’m in your corner. I’ll support you all the way, but you have to give me something back.”

      “You’re a woman from the Twin Thrones. What can you do for us?” Zamaril muttered.

      “I think you’d be surprised at what I can do. You have me for a year. At least give me a chance.” And if she could succeed, if she could make things better for them, then maybe there was hope things could be better for her too. She wanted that so desperately she could taste it. She met their eyes one at a time. “Let’s start with Corrin.”

      There was another long silence, and Talyn hoped it was borne of thoughtfulness, not apathy. She let the silence go, not wanting to push any further than she already had. Eventually, Theac shifted in his chair and looked up.

      “My sister and her husband live in Market Quarter. He’s a merchant of some means,” Theac said. “Their two daughters have a tutor come to their house every day. I might be able to arrange for Corrin’s sisters to join the lessons. After all, the tutor is already paid for, and my sister is a kind woman. With an education, his sisters may have a better future.”

      “Are you sure your sister wouldn’t mind?” Talyn asked, a flare of hope rushing through her.

      Theac glowered. “I probably have some apologising to do, but now that I’m back in uniform she’ll help me out.”

      “Theac, thank you,” Talyn said with relief. “Now, I’m receiving wages from the Kingshield back home, and the WingGuard. I don’t need both, given my food and board here is all provided. I’ll send a portion of my WingGuard wages to Corrin’s family.”

      Another silence filled the room. None of them said anything, but she didn’t miss the surreptitious looks of surprise Halun and Zamaril shot each other. Or the sharp glance from Theac.

      Then an unfamiliar, surprisingly soft, voice broke out. “I know many people on the docks. I’ll spread the word around that Corrin’s mam and sisters are to be left alone, or they’ll have me to deal with. I also have some friends who could keep an eye on his family, make sure they’re okay.”

      The entire room shifted to stare at Halun. His voice held none of the musical Mithranan accent, or the lengthier drawl of Talyn’s home. It was shorter, clipped, but his words were clear and well-enunciated. Somehow, somewhere, he’d received a fine education.

      “He speaks!” Zamaril announced into the silence.

      Halun glared at the thief and promptly subsided back into silence. Talyn ignored it, her heart leaping. His offer would be a true help for Corrin. “Thank you, Halun.”

      He gave her a little nod, then turned to settle a long look on Tiercelin. Theac did the same. Talyn tried not to show how anxiously she awaited the winged man’s response.

      Tiercelin’s eyebrows shot up in surprise, as if asking whether he, a winged folk, was supposed to help. When the stares didn’t waver, he gave a sigh of resignation and rolled his eyes. “My family owns a number of apartment blocks in Dock City. I suppose I could arrange for an apartment in the Market Quarter to be kept empty. Corrin’s family can move there. It won’t be big, but it will be warm, and dry and secure.”

      This time Talyn couldn’t hide her smile, but Tiercelin looked away, again refusing to meet her eyes. “If my parents find out about this, I’ll be in serious trouble,” he muttered.

      Footsteps sounded before she could pursue that any further, and they all turned as Corrin opened the door from the yard, hesitating in surprise at the sight of them all gathered inside.

      “Come in, have a seat.” She waved him to an empty chair. Only then did she realise Zamaril had gone. Disappointment filled her. She had hoped he was a better man than that. “We’ve been talking about what you told me.”

      The boy went red. “I wish you hadn’t told them, Captain. I don’t like people knowing our business.”

      She met his gaze. “I asked you to trust me, remember?”

      He nodded reluctantly. His eyes dropped to the floor, then quickly back up again. She smothered a smile. “Yes, Captain.”

      “Good, because I think we have a plan.” Talyn outlined what they had worked out to help his family. Corrin’s eyes became progressively lighter as she spoke, and when she finished, he held a trembling hand over his heart, as if unable to believe what she was telling him. He opened his mouth to stutter his thanks, but was forestalled by a loud scratching sound, then Zamaril appearing through the open door to the kitchens, dragging a heavy sack behind him.

      He dragged the sack over to where they were sitting and opened the tie. Immediately a whole pile of turquoise and white clothing spilled out, falling at Corrin’s feet.

      Zamaril rubbed his hands together in smug satisfaction. “I figured with new living arrangements, school lessons and better food, your mam and sisters might need proper clothing, Corrin. After all, monsoon and then winter is not all that far away. There are some waterproof coats in there—I hope they like teal and white. There weren’t many colour options.”

      They all gaped at him for a moment, then,

      “Where did you get all that from?” Theac demanded.

      “There’s a storeroom in the basement full of spare WingGuard uniforms. It’s bulging with clothes and things that nobody ever uses—at least, from what I could tell the place hasn’t been touched for months.” Zamaril hesitated, his gaze darting to Talyn’s, challenge written in them. “When you were all offering your help, I remembered what the captain said about us all having our own talents. It was easy, picking the lock to the room and getting this stuff out.”

      “You stole them?” Tiercelin squeaked, looking horrified.

      “I did.” Zamaril held Talyn’s gaze. “You only made me promise not to steal from my wing mates.”

      She couldn’t help herself. A half-exasperated chuckle escaped her. Zamaril relaxed slightly. Tiercelin sank into the chair, hands covering his face.

      “You certainly have a unique skill, Zamaril,” she said eventually. “And I don’t see any problem with Corrin’s family making use of good clothes that were only sitting around doing nothing.”

      “Those clothes belong to the WingGuard,” Tiercelin argued. “We’d be hung if they found out Zamaril had stolen them. I’m under obligation to report him.”

      “Then we’d best make sure they don’t find out,” Theac said pointedly.

      “I didn’t see anything, especially since you and I were taking a walk around the citadel this afternoon, Tiercelin,” Talyn said firmly.

      “You’re like no other Falcon I’ve ever met,” Tiercelin said, shaking his head.

      “That’s because I’m not WingGuard. I’m Kingshield.”

      “I thank you from the bottom of my heart for all your help,” Corrin said earnestly.

      “It was nothing,” Tiercelin said languidly, sprawling out on the couch and closing his eyes as if to sleep.

      “Yeah.” Zamaril headed for the door. “Don’t read too much into it, kid.”

      Theac stood, muttered something about going to visit his sister and left the room. Halun heaved himself to his feet. “Do you feel like a walk to the docks, Corrin? We can introduce your family to some friends of mine, make sure they know who they’re keeping an eye on.”

      Corrin nodded, almost tearing up again. She thought it was only his astonishment at Halun speaking aloud that stopped him from breaking down. “I’d like that, Halun.”

      The big man turned to her, lifting a questioning eyebrow. So he could talk, but clearly preferred not to. Another mystery. Were none of her new wing exactly what they appeared to be?

      “Go,” she said. “Cleaning can be finished tomorrow.”

      Moments later she found herself alone in the common room. And for the first time in two years there was a lightening of the weight of despair in her chest. Tears sprung to her eyes at the realisation, and she sank into a chair, trying not to cry.

      The men she’d picked were rough, ill-mannered and lacked confidence, but they had good instincts. Maybe there was hope after all.
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      As the first light of day glimmered on the horizon the following morning, Talyn arrived at the barracks to find all of her wing assembled in the training yard. Corrin stood straight, face set in a determined expression, long hair tied neatly back from his face.

      It was a start.

      She stopped before them. “I am going to demand a lot from you. Most of the time you will curse my name and wish you had never joined this wing,” she said clearly, not allowing any trace of her underlying doubt to enter her voice or bearing. “But I will make you into warriors. Better yet, I will forge you into a formidable team.”

      She was silent for a beat. Theac glowered into the distance, but the others, even Zamaril, looked alert rather than bored. It wasn’t resounding enthusiasm, but it was better than nothing.

      “Tiercelin,” she continued. “Could you please show us the quickest way to the wall walk down into Dock City?”

      The winged man gave a jolt of surprise, but turned and began leading them out of the yard willingly enough. As it turned out, the barracks was only a quarter-turn walk through three narrow walkways, two alarmingly swaying bridges and down four ladders to the top of the wall walk.

      The sun was already warm in the air, and Feather Bay gleamed a calm blue. There were a high number of ships docked in the harbour, and workers swarmed around the berths, beginning to load and unload ships now that it was growing light enough.

      “The first thing we’ll work on is your stamina,” Talyn lectured as they paused at the top. “Good conditioning will allow you to last longer in a fight and give you that extra bit of strength to put into a final thrust. It will make you a better, more agile fighter.”

      Without waiting for reply, Talyn set off down the path at a fast, swinging stride. It took almost a full quarter-turn to reach the bottom, and by that time they’d all worked up a sweat. She eyed their clothing, making a mental note to request proper uniforms from Ravinire. Like most Mithranans she’d met so far, they wore loose pants, sandals, and shirts that were either sleeveless or rolled to the elbows. Tiercelin was bare-chested, his dark skin gleaming in the sunlight.

      “That wasn’t as hard as I expected,” Zamaril said, panting, sweat soaking his shirt to his chest.

      “That was just the warm up,” Talyn said. “Now we are all going to run back to the barracks. For today it can be a light jog—we’ll increase the speed over time.”

      Once again, she didn’t give them time to say anything, instead moving straight into a slow jog back up the road. Behind her, Theac snapped at Zamaril to stop standing around and get moving. A smile threatened to escape her.

      As she ran, she glanced down the precipitous drop to her right, noticing that a few of the people moving along the street at the base of the wall had stopped to stare up at them in curiosity. None of the stares held dislike or contempt. It was a refreshing change.

      She gave the men credit—they made it almost halfway up the road before slowing to an exhausted halt. By then Halun was dangerously red in the face and Zamaril was staggering precariously close to the edge. The other three were bent over, gasping desperately for air. She cajoled them a little further, then allowed them to walk the rest of the way.

      Back at the training yard, all five immediately slumped to the benches lining the yard, sweating and exhausted. Talyn directed a look at Theac. He nodded and heaved himself back up with a grunt.

      “Right. On your feet!” he bellowed. “I don’t give a flea’s shit how tired you all are. If you’re not all up in five seconds and standing in a straight line, there’ll be no breakfast!”

      With a smattering of grunts, groans and muttered complaints, they staggered into line before Talyn. Theac stood with them, back straight and shoulders up, looking of all of them like a proper soldier.

      “Along with being fit, you also need to be strong,” she said crisply. “Following your run every morning, we’ll spend another hour doing strength exercises. After that, you’ll have a short break for breakfast, then you’ll be back here for sword drills. Two full-turns of that, then I’ll take over your instruction in sabai, a form of unarmed combat that the Callanan use. Then lunch for a half-turn, before another full-turn of individual training with Theac or myself in your respective specialist weapons. The remainder of the day you’ll have to yourselves. Of course, when Prince Cuinn decides he needs a guard, those duties will fit in around your training schedule. Anybody want to leave yet?”

      Silence. Then,

      “Oh, it doesn’t really sound all that bad.” Tiercelin grinned, full of arrogance.

      Zamaril snorted, amused despite himself.

      “Excellent. You can start off with fifty push-ups in that case. Zamaril, you too. The rest of you can do forty.” Talyn clapped her hands. “Get to it. Come on!”

      “Talyn?”

      “Hmm.”

      “You’re going to teach them sabai?”

      “Two of them already have Callanan potential, and all of them live in a winged world. They’ll need an advantage to be able to stand their ground if Prince Cuinn is ever attacked.”

      “I don’t disagree. But you’re not technically allowed to train Callanan. And by that, I mean the First Blade will have a fit if she finds out.”

      Talyn smiled thinly. “She’s not my commander anymore. Besides, I’m not training Callanan… technically. I’m training Kingshield.”

      “You mean you’re training WingGuard.”

      “Have you seen those winged soldiers? No, if Prince Cuinn is going to be protected properly, I’m training Kingshield, not Falcons,” she said. “Not that I plan on mentioning that to Ravinire.”

      A trickle of laughter, then a hesitation. “I’m glad you’re not ignoring me anymore.”

      Talyn shifted uncomfortably. She wasn’t at all sure that humouring a voice in her head was the healthiest thing, but she simply couldn’t stay away from holding onto something of her partner, even if it was just in her imagination.

      As if understanding her conflicting emotions, Sari faded away quietly and left her to her thoughts.

      

      “I’d like to do some training sessions down in the forest around the foothills,” Talyn said to Theac as they put away the training weapons late the next afternoon. “Supposing there is any flat land down there. They need to learn how to fight outside a drill yard.”

      “That won’t be possible,” he said shortly.

      “Why?”

      His scowl deepened, and he put away the last sword before walking away and making a gesture for her to follow. Swallowing her irritation at his abrupt manner, she followed him until he came to a stop at the far end of the yard, a few steps back from the sheer drop to the treetops of the forest miles below. Straight ahead of them were more rolling hills leading as far as she could see.

      “Is there any habitation outside the citadel and Dock City?” she asked curiously.

      “Not much,” he said. “Almost the entire peninsula of Mithranar is hilly—it reaches back about seventy miles or so, then there’s Mair-land, which is a bit of flat land before the foothills of the SkyReach. Only there and in Dock City have we built on land.”

      “The SkyReach?”

      He turned and pointed north. “It’s a mountain range that cuts off the northern third of Mithranar. If you think we’re up high here, wait until you see the royals’ summer palace amongst those peaks.”

      “Right.” She nodded and turned back to him. “Fascinating geography lesson notwithstanding, none of this tells me why we can’t go and train down in the forest,” she said.

      “Nobody goes down there unless they have to,” he said. “The wall is there for a reason, Captain. There’s one tunnel that goes underneath, and it’s only ever traversed during daylight hours—if those trees didn’t hold the izerdia sap, nobody would ever go down there.”

      “Izerdia.” The substance that had paid for her presence in Mithranar. While she knew it was the core basis for any type of explosive material, she didn’t know much about how it was gathered.

      “You can’t make explosive powder without izerdia,” Theac said, taking her response as a question. “And our trees are the only ones that produce it—something to do with the unusually warm climate on the peninsula. Only the most desperate humans voluntarily sign up to go into the forest each day to extract the sap, and the rest of the workers are conscripts—usually working off a sentence after being arrested.” A dark look filled his face. “And of course the winged folk never bribe the City Patrol captains to fill quotas of criminals so enough people are going into the forest each day.”

      There was bitterness there, deep, corrosive bitterness, and she was loathe to bring more of it out. “What’s so bad about the forest then?”

      “Mithranar is a beautiful country. You’ve seen the citadel, and I’ve heard there’s more wondrous splendour in the north.” Theac settled more comfortably, thrusting his hands into his pockets. Her shoulders relaxed as that bitterness vanished from his face. “It’s also bloody dangerous. The winged folk were the first and only ones to settle here because their magic allowed them to survive. It protected them from what lives below us.”

      Her eyebrows lifted even higher. He smirked. “The forest is full of creatures, Captain Dynan, some of them vicious, meat-eating, and/or poisonous. Even living way up here, folk still occasionally go missing. And workers on the izerdia details? There’s rarely a shift that doesn’t lose a worker. That’s why the great wall was built, to keep Dock City safe when humans began settling here.”

      She leaned over the edge, staring down. All she could see was an unending sea of green treetops waving in the afternoon breeze. The canopy was too thick to see anything beyond but dim shadow.

      “Trust me, they’re there.” Theac spat, aiming it over the side. “You would not want to go wandering around down there without a full wing at your back. Tawncats alone are as big as a mountain wolf and will rip your throat out before you even know what’s coming. Then there are the snakes so venomous you could die just looking at one.” He hesitated. “There are rumours that some of them, tawncats in particular, are more intelligent than most animals, though that could just be a myth.”

      Frowning, she went back over what he’d said. Above-average intelligence in such vicious hunting creatures might explain the need for such a magnificent wall and a hill city. But her interest caught on his mention of magic, recalling her conversation with Cynia and Leviana before leaving Ryathl. “Tell me more about winged folk magic.”

      He shrugged, the scowl returning to his face. “Most of them possess one of three forms of magic—some can use the body’s energies to heal far quicker than medicines and human healers. Others have magic in their voice, they can incite emotion when they speak or sing—you’ve never heard music until you’ve heard them sing.” He shifted, looking uncomfortable to be praising one of the winged folk. “Then there are those who mostly end up as Falcons—they have an ability to focus their energy into single bursts of power.”

      Talyn straightened. “That sounds similar to what the Callanan can do—summon shields of pure energy. It’s an ability unique to the Callanan.”

      “Your Callanan must have winged folk blood then.” Theac frowned. “Come to think of it, something’s been nagging me about you since we met. At certain angles, you almost look like you have the features of the winged folk too.”

      “I don’t think so.” Talyn dismissed that with a laugh. Her parents were both firmly human, and certainly none of the Callanan had wings—someone would have noticed that. “None of us can fly. Are there any other magical abilities?”

      “In the old tales, like the ones about intelligent creatures, there was another ability called glamour. It had something to do with the ability to cast illusions. But none of the winged folk have been born with it in decades, and there is some suggestion that maybe it never existed.” Theac shrugged. “And magic isn’t such a wonderful thing. We humans don’t have any magic, and it’s just another thing they use to keep themselves superior.”

      “Does the royal family have magic?” Perhaps if Cuinn did, he might be able to protect himself better than she’d assumed after their meeting.

      Theac scowled. “They’re the most powerful of them all. Prince Mithanis alone puts the fear of a tawncat into anyone thinking twice about trying to take a bite out of Mithranar.”

      “You mean Montagn?” Again, Cynia’s supposition came to mind.

      “Aye. The queen’s father took the threat from Montagn a little more seriously than his predecessors and married her to a Montagni prince. Princes Mithanis and Azrilan are both half-Montagni, and that familial link helps keep the ahara at bay.”

      “A wise strategic move,” she murmured. “Who is Prince Cuinn’s father?”

      “Nobody knows.” Theac’s voice grew short. “Or gives a shit. Are we done here, Captain? Drill is over and I’d like a cold drink.”

      As he turned away, Talyn had a sudden thought. “Wait. You said most winged folk have magic. Does that include Tiercelin?”

      “You’d have to ask him.” He shrugged, clearly not caring one way or the other.

      “All right. Thanks for today, Theac. We’ll forgo those training sessions in the forest for now. I’ll see you tomorrow morning?”

      “Aye.” He nodded and walked off.

      

      After stopping the first Falcon she spotted on her way to the palace’s exit, Talyn went looking for Tiercelin. Not bothering to offer his name or acknowledge hers, the Falcon had brusquely told her the location of an inn popular amongst the WingGuard. He couldn’t have been more eager to keep moving, only reinforcing the sense she was an unwelcome outsider amongst the Falcons. She almost had to smile—if only they knew how little their casual indifference mattered against the constant aching grief she carried inside.

      Still, something told her he wouldn’t have helped at all if she hadn’t mentioned Tiercelin’s name specifically. She wondered exactly how Tiercelin’s family fit into the winged folk hierarchy. Clearly noble, to be on speaking terms with Cuinn, and he’d said something about his father sitting on the Queencouncil, whatever that meant. The Falcon’s grudging assistance indicated they could be more than just noble. Which made it even stranger that he hadn’t made it into any other Falcon wings.

      The inn was outside the palace, and she paused on the bridge spanning the rushing waterfall that separated the palace from the rest of the citadel, gazing down with awe and a touch of apprehension. The spray was delightful against her hot skin and she lingered to enjoy its cool touch.

      How odd to have such a dangerous land underneath a city of beauty and light. Despite Theac’s warnings, if Sari had still been alive, little would have stopped them going to investigate what was really down there.

      She moved on when the two Falcons on guard at the bridge entrance started throwing her annoyed glances, lengthening her stride and meeting their looks as she passed with cool indifference.

      Laughter drifted through the thick afternoon air as she made her way along a busy thoroughfare and caught sight of a crowd of people sitting at tables and chairs outside the inn she was looking for. It was late afternoon and the residents of the city were probably finishing up work for the day and going out to drink and socialise.

      She had yet to establish whether the noble winged folk did actual work. Or if they didn’t, what they did with themselves during the day.

      “I can’t think of anything more boring.” A quick mental shudder from Sari.

      “Too right,” Talyn muttered. What was life without purpose?

      As she paused in the entrance, a quick scan of the inn found Tiercelin sitting at a long table by the wall with a group of off-duty Falcons. Part of her noticed once again how different the architecture of an inn built for winged folk was—wider and longer with higher ceilings and large spaces left around each table to accommodate wings. The rest of her was monitoring the tension that began filling the room the moment she stepped inside. Humans weren’t welcome here, and Prince Cuinn’s guard or no, she was very much human.

      Her right hand dropped to her sai, her body falling into the instinctive watchfulness of years of walking into places where Callanan weren’t welcome. The space at her right shoulder where Sari always stood was suddenly gaping and stark and she had to fight not to keep looking over her shoulder.

      She was in an inn in Mithranar. Nobody was going to attack her here.

      A deep breath and she centred herself. Then, ignoring the hostile looks directed her way, she headed towards Tiercelin. He nodded amiably when Talyn asked to speak with him outside, though he endured a deal of ribbing from his companions as he rose and followed her. By the time they exited the inn and crossed the walkway to lean against the railing on its opposite side, the winged man’s ears were red.

      “How can I help you, Captain?” he asked politely.

      “Thank you for coming out to talk to me,” she said, not indifferent to the embarrassment he must be feeling. “I know you’re off duty.”

      He seemed surprised by her sincerity, but his shoulders straightened a little. “That’s all right.”

      “I came to see you because I’m curious,” she said. “I was just talking to Theac about the different magical abilities winged folk possess. He thought you must have the ability to focus your energy into a ball of power, to attack, or you wouldn’t have been accepted into the Falcons.” She frowned. “Why didn’t you mention it when I asked about your individual skills?”

      Tiercelin flushed a deeper shade of red and his shoulders sagged again. He shot a surreptitious look back inside the bar. “I have some healing magic,” he mumbled so softly she could barely hear him. “Nothing useful really.”

      “So you can’t do what Theac described?”

      If possible, he turned redder. It confused her—why were her questions making him so uncomfortable? Wary of pushing him too far, she stayed silent, letting him come out with it on his own.

      “Most winged folk only have one ability, and everyone’s strength and skill in using it is different. A rare few of us have two abilities. Nobody has more than that.” He cleared his throat, voice still barely audible. “They accepted me into the WingGuard, because the healers think I have the potential for the warrior magic as well as my healing magic, but I wasn’t so good at that.”

      Ah. She suddenly knew where this was heading, and kept her voice as non-judgemental as possible. “Have you ever done it?”

      He squirmed. “Not exactly.”

      “That’s why you haven’t been placed in one of the other wings,” she said. “You didn’t want anyone to find out you couldn’t do it.”

      “My parents would have been horrified if I was kicked out because I failed at warrior magic,” he said hopelessly. “I’ve always been the lesser son compared to my older brothers. I’d only be confirming I was useless if I failed.”

      She paused before replying. There were so many issues with what he’d said, she wasn’t sure which angle to attack first. Winged, noble and privileged he might be, but Tiercelin’s self-confidence was as poor as Zamaril’s. “First, Tiercelin, healing is one of the most useful magics I can think of. You have the power to make people feel better, to take their pain away. That is no small thing.”

      He shook his head but said nothing.

      “Tiercelin?” She waited until he reluctantly lifted his head to meet her gaze. “You said yourself you wouldn’t have been let into the WingGuard unless you had the ability for warrior magic, even if you haven’t learned how to access it. I can help you with that.”

      “Really?” His face lit up, then he frowned. “How can you teach me? You’re just a human.”

      “Thanks,” Talyn said dryly.

      He stiffened. “I’m sorry, I mean—”

      She raised her hand, though her voice was sharp. “I don’t need your validation to know my own self-worth as a human, Tiercelin.”

      He cleared his throat. “What I meant was, how can a human with no magic teach me how to use mine?”

      “I do have magic,” she said. “A very specific kind. Back home, we have an elite cadre of warriors called the Callanan. I was one of them before I joined the Kingshield. Callanan all have the power to form an energy shield for protection—it sounds a lot like the warrior magic Theac described earlier, only we use it for defence, not attack.”

      “Can you show me?” Tiercelin’s ingrained arrogance vanished like it had never existed at all in the face of his eagerness. He shuffled his feet like an excited boy.

      Talyn nodded and stepped back a little. Nobody was coming along the walkway, and they were momentarily alone, so she held out her palm and concentrated for a moment. With a hiss of air, a bright sapphire shield appeared in the air, luminous and shot through with cobalt sparks. The drain on her strength was immediate and strong, like a sharp tugging in her chest. One of the reasons Callanan warriors kept themselves so physically fit was the energy drain that resulted from summoning a shield—it fed directly from their body’s strength. Most Callanan only used the shield in short bursts when desperate. Talyn had always been the strongest of her class, even more so than Sari, able to maintain a shield for much longer.

      After a moment, she let it dissolve. “Now, I don’t know about firing off bursts of energy, but I can certainly show you how to summon a shield.” She smiled at him. “I bet that’s something none of your Falcon friends can do.”

      A look of fascination spread across the winged man’s face. “But that must mean you have winged folk magic in Calumnia. How is that possible when you’re human?”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe the magic isn’t specific to winged folk?” She raised an eyebrow, her tone suggesting maybe the winged folk weren’t so special after all.

      “But you said only a specific few possess it?” He frowned in thought.

      “The ability to make a shield of energy, yes,” she said, “but we have SkyRiders who possess a special level of balance and fearlessness that allow them to ride the skies on our mountain eagles. There has to be magic in that. The same with our Aimsir riders. Or the abilities that the Firthlander Shadows are rumoured to have. I’ve even heard the Montagni berserkers are impervious to wounds when they’re in the heat of battle.”

      His eyes widened further. “More types of magic in the world,” he murmured.

      “Yes,” she said pointedly. “There is a wider world outside you winged folk and your lovely citadel. And more people with magic too… humans with magic, Tiercelin.”

      “Maybe,” he said, his face clearing. “But the magic you Callanan have is winged folk magic, I’d put bags of gold on it. So how do I do that shield?”

      Talyn laughed. “I said I could teach you, but it will take more than one lesson. If you don’t mind staying back after training every day, we can work on it then. Deal?”

      “Deal.” Tiercelin nodded with a bright smile. His grey wings flared in his excitement. After a moment though, he sobered. “It’s probably best we do it in private, though. I wouldn’t suggest making it public knowledge you can do that, Captain.”

      “Why?”

      “Even if I tried to explain, you wouldn’t understand. Just trust me.” His smile came back. “And accept my true thanks.”

      “I’m happy to help,” she said. “Go back to your friends. I’ll see you bright and early for training tomorrow.”

      “I’ll be there,” he promised, before ducking back into the bar, still smiling broadly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      He stood watching the izerdia workers return from the forest, climbing one by one up the ladder from the tunnel and out into the street. Six Patrolmen stood at the top of the ladder, one of them marking off names. Each worker carried a ceramic pot under their arm. Two Falcons were there too, taking the pot before the workers were allowed to leave and go to their homes, or to line up to be taken back to the cells if they were working off a sentence.

      Whenever he had the time, whenever he was in Dock City at sunset, he made a point of watching the workers return. And each time, he marked their haggard appearance, the twitchiness in their shoulders, the look of fear still fading from their eyes. And he counted the ones that had to be helped up the ladder by their fellow workers—either hurt while climbing trees for the izerdia or attacked by one of the forest dwelling creatures.

      Anger burned, hot and strong, enough to turn his hands into white-knuckled fists at his sides. All the WingGuard had to do was send a Falcon detail beyond the wall to guard the workers—with proper armed guards they could do their work without fear of attack. The Falcons had wings, they didn’t have to fear like the humans did. Yet they still refused.

      It was shameful. Arrogant beyond belief. And he hated it.

      Once the last worker dragged himself to the top of the ladder, it took two Patrolmen to lift the heavy, barred gate and swing it down over the opening. Once it settled into place, they chained and locked it closed.

      Even though there were heavily barred gates at the other end of the tunnel too, this entrance wouldn’t be opened again until full daylight.

      By then the Falcons were gone, winging their way back up to the citadel with the day’s collection of izerdia carefully stacked into a cushioned sack they carried between them. The Shadowhawk’s gaze tracked them as they flew. It was never stored in the same place—the stuff was too volatile, and the winged folk would never risk an accidental explosion in their beautiful citadel.

      And it was sold in a trickle, the queen’s treasury and trade councilors carefully releasing to market to ensure they fetched the highest price possible and that demand remained high. The profit it made went right back into the winged folk coffers.

      He’d considered stealing it before. Izerdia was Mithranar’s most valuable trading commodity—the winged folk, and the royal family in particular, wouldn’t have the wealth they did without the prices izerdia commanded and their monopoly of the market. If he took that away, he could cripple them. The output from the copper mines in the north and the valuable wood trade wouldn’t be enough to prop up their lifestyle.

      But izerdia was dangerous. And the humans were angry, knowing full well they never benefited from the profits of the sap that they risked their lives to collect. There was no guarantee he’d be able to keep the stuff controlled if he stole it. There was no way to ensure it wouldn’t be used for purposes other than selling.

      Still.

      He pushed off the wall he’d been leaning against, dismissing thoughts of izerdia and what might be done with it. Night was falling over the city now, and he had somewhere to be.

      

      After crossing the bridge into the Poor Quarter, he turned off the main street and moved quickly into the warren of dim back alleys that made up the quarter. Once he was alone in the darkness, he tugged the mask from his pocket and slid it down over his face. Then he unbuttoned his shirt and pulled out the thin cloak that had been lying, folded flat, against his skin. It was damp with sweat, and he made a face as he shook it out then swung it around his shoulders.

      With a final look around to ensure he was still alone in the alley and nobody had seen him, he set off again. A quarter-turn’s walk brought him around and back to the eastern side of the bridge—he’d taken a convoluted enough path that he was confident he hadn’t been followed. It also meant he was slightly late. It was deliberate, so he could take stock of his contact and the surroundings as he approached.

      The man leaned against a wall, boots crossed at the ankle, watchful air hovering around him like the cloak the Shadowhawk wore.

      “You’re late.”

      The Shadowhawk didn’t reply, eyes scanning everything around his contact. Nothing he saw or sensed alarmed him—everything looked and sounded as it should for this time of night in the Poor Quarter.

      For the moment the street was empty, but it wasn’t guaranteed to remain that way. This particular block was gang territory and even though he had a tentative arrangement with all of the gangs in the Poor Quarter—he’d leave them alone if they did the same in return—he’d rather not deal with any of their thugs.

      He jerked his head for the man to follow as he turned off the street into a narrow alley between two buildings. The rotting scent of sewerage mixed with decaying something hit his nose, and he muttered a curse as his stomach threatened to rebel.

      “Don’t tell me the Shadowhawk is too precious to get down in the gutters with the poor folk.” The man’s mocking voice rang out.

      He ignored the jibe. “What do you have for me, Zamaril?”

      Zamaril shrugged. “What do you want? I said I’d keep an eye out to make sure she wasn’t going to be a problem for you. So far all she’s done is make us clean and run.”

      “That’s all you’ve got?” the Shadowhawk said, disbelief edging his voice. “The best thief in Dock City, and all you can tell me is she makes you clean and run?”

      There was a moment’s silence, then, “She’s not like the WingGuard,” he said begrudgingly. “But she was brought here for a purpose, though she says she’s only here for a year, until next Onemonth. And choosing human criminals for Prince Cuinn’s guard? It’s pure insanity. There’s something going on.”

      “Right.” Impatience threaded his voice. “Which is why I asked you to find out what that is.”

      “I’m not one of your network patsies, Shadowhawk,” Zamaril snarled. “This is a favour, and one I’m doing only because you’re a thorn in the side of those miserable Falcons.”

      “I’m aware of that.” He tried to keep his frustration in check. “But if I get caught, if her arrival here interferes with my work, then the humans lose out.”

      Zamaril nodded. “I’ll keep an eye and an ear out. She’s not... she’s very earnest.” A note of bewilderment flashed in his voice. “If there’s an ulterior motive in bringing her here, I’m not sure she’s aware of what it is.”

      “Has she told you why she’s here?”

      “We haven’t asked, and she hasn’t offered.” He gave a languid shrug.

      He cursed under his breath. “Zamaril, for a thief you make a terrible spy. Ask the flea-bitten question, will you? Judging from what I know of you, she’s not going to be surprised with you flinging a question like that at her. At least that might tell us why she’s here now.”

      Zamaril’s face tightened at the Shadowhawk’s tone, but he nodded. “I’ll ask. She’s big on honesty and trust, or so she claims, so she’ll find it hard to wriggle out of an answer.”

      “So you think she’s an innocent?”

      “Oh no.” The thief’s head came up. “The way she talks, the way she behaves? She’s no simple Kingshield guard, I’d bet a large bag of jewels on it. She might not be aware of whatever alternative motives are at play, but there’s a lot going on behind that cool exterior of hers. I’d risk a smaller bag of jewels that the Twin Thrones is sniffing around here for some reason of their own too.”

      Interesting. Maybe his assumption that Mithranar had initiated the request for a Kingshield was wrong. “Find out what she knows, or thinks she knows, but focus on the Falcon’s purpose in all this. I still think he, or one of the royals, must have asked for her. Whatever the Twin Thrones political motives are, they’re unlikely to have anything to do with the Shadowhawk.”

      “Fine.” He pushed off the wall. “This alley stinks, so I’m out. I’ll let you know next time I’ve got something to tell you.”

      “Thank you for your help, Zamaril.”

      “I’m not doing it for you.”

      The Shadowhawk waited until the thief’s soft footfalls had vanished entirely from hearing before he moved. He walked another convoluted route through the back streets of the Poor Quarter, then crossed the Rush over one of the makeshift wooden bridges used by the fisherfolk accessing their boats down near where the river flowed into the bay.

      It was closing in on midnight when he carefully approached the back of the Fish and Fly, a dive frequented by sailors that conveniently backed onto a dark and stinking alley. Here, behind a loose brick in the worst-smelling section of the alley, his Dock Quarter contact left messages.

      One waited for him, as expected, though he cursed under his breath as he read its contents. One of the shipments they’d been waiting on, fresh supplies of seeds for planting ahead of the monsoon season, had arrived three days earlier. It had taken him too long to come for the message.

      “Dammit!” he swore again.

      He crumpled the note in his hands and replaced the brick before wrapping himself in shadows and walking away. The seed shipment would be long gone, spirited up to the citadel by now.

      Which meant a long night of scribing out notes awaited him.
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      Several days later, Talyn mentioned at the end of the afternoon’s training that she was heading down into Dock City to explore. In the two weeks she’d been in Mithranar, she’d focused on using her free time to learn the layout of the palace and the citadel around it. Despite her suspicions about her room being searched, and a desire to investigate the Shadowhawk, understanding her surroundings would be crucial to protecting Prince Cuinn, and that had been her first priority.

      Now though, it was time to broaden her horizons. The world of humans was where she would find a trail to begin hunting the Shadowhawk. Her conversation with Andres Tye had been the first step, giving her better context about the Shadowhawk and what he did. None of that had explained why the Callanan would have any interest in him, so it was time to do some more digging.

      Corrin asked to accompany her, explaining that he’d been planning to go and visit his mother and sisters anyway. They strolled down the wall companionably, Corrin asking her endless questions about the Kingshield and Callanan.

      “Your warriors sound amazing.” He sighed. “We humans see little of the WingGuard in action. They are there for the winged folk, not for us.”

      “I admit I’m surprised by the separation in your society,” Talyn said. Shocked was a better word, but she was wary of stirring up what were obviously complex relationships between the two societies. “The ruling Dumnorix family who sit the Twin Thrones see it as their duty to protect and care for all of the people of Calumnia and Conmor. The Warlord of Firthland is a little fiercer but essentially very much of the same view. I’m not suggesting they’re perfect, but it’s vastly different to what I’ve seen here.”

      “That kind of world is hard to imagine. We humans have something to contribute too, you know?” Corrin said fiercely. “We’re not useless.”

      She glanced at him, startled. In a matter of weeks, he’d come a long way from the painfully shy and sobbing boy she’d first encountered in jail. He always looked her in the eyes now and walked with straightened shoulders that showed how tall he actually was—and likely with more growing to do if his skinny frame was anything to go by.

      Or maybe the hopeless boy she’d first met had never been a true reflection of who he was. The nagging tickle of unease returned in force—he and Zamaril had been deliberately placed in that cell, she was close to certain of it. Laid out like bait in a trap. A trap for her? Or was something else playing out that she was utterly unaware of?

      “And were Halun and Theac part of that same plan?” Sari’s presence roused in her mind.

      “I don’t know. If those other prisoners hadn’t been attacking Halun when I walked in, there’s no guarantee I would have taken particular notice of either of them, let alone picked them.”

      Corrin slowed suddenly, pausing by a torn piece of parchment hanging from a town noticeboard situated at a busy crossroads. Like the one she’d seen on arrival, it was nailed to the wood by an arrow and signed with the lightning symbol. It talked about a shipment of vegetable plant seeds from Montagn that had arrived three days earlier and been delivered straight to the citadel.

      “We can barely grow enough down here to feed ourselves—Mithranar is almost entirely reliant on importing food because of the lack of proper farming land,” Corrin explained without her having to ask. “Soon it will be planting time—before the rains come in Sevenmonth—for those with enough space in their gardens or property. Without the seeds to grow basics like wheat and vegetables, the bakers and other food merchants in the city won’t have the supplies to produce enough to meet demand later in the year, so instead they will have to import it. That means it gets too expensive for the poorer families to afford.”

      She’d seen the large gardens up in the citadel, mostly tended by humans, that held not only beautiful flowering plants and trees but rows of wheat, grains, fruit and vegetables. She was no expert on farming and had no idea whether the neat gardens she’d seen would produce enough for both the winged folk at the citadel and Dock City. But judging from what she’d experienced so far in Mithranar, and what Corrin was implying now, she doubted that produce was shared.

      “What about meat?”

      Corrin gave her a look. “No land for keeping animals either, Captain. All we eat down here is fish caught in Feather Bay and out beyond the headlands. What little meat gets imported from Montagn fresh enough to eat goes straight to the citadel.”

      She frowned again at the discrepancy with what was so familiar to her. While she’d never taken much interest or notice of her family’s political activities—she had no right to, even if she had been interested—she was aware of how hard her uncle pushed the Calumnian and Conmoran lords on the proper distribution of food from the farming regions out to the more rugged areas—ensuring they weren’t hoarding for themselves or their districts. Leviana had mentioned more than once how it annoyed her father.

      But the complexities of Mithranar society weren’t the reason she was here. She had a job to do.

      “Who is the Shadowhawk?” she asked softly, brushing sweaty tendrils of hair from her forehead. Down in Dock City, where the closely packed streets blocked out any breeze from the ocean, it was several degrees hotter than the citadel. She resolved to make her future trips down later in the day once the sun had set.

      Corrin shrugged. “Nobody knows. But the Shadowhawk is the only one who tries to help us. The WingGuard hunt him constantly, so he and his network are limited in what they can steal. The Falcons will rip down that notice as soon as someone tells them about it.”

      “Why the lightning? What does it mean?” Maybe that might help her learn who he was.

      “Nobody knows.”

      Or not. She tried another tack. “He’s human?”

      “Nobody else would fight for us,” Corrin said sadly. “Not even his network knows who he is, though. Those who’ve caught a glimpse—he always wears a hood and mask—swear he’s human.”

      That concurred with what Andres had implied, that the Shadowhawk wasn’t working alone. He had help. That was good news—his associates would provide options for her to track and find him. Sari stirred again, her anticipation leaking through Talyn. They’d been here many times before. And they’d always found what they hunted. Doubt twisted up through her, familiar and unwelcome. Could she do any of this without Sari?

      Talyn shoved away the voice before it could speak, ignoring the sudden shaking of her hands. She had to try, even though the prospect of failure was unbearable. Because if she didn’t try, she would never truly live again.

      “Are you all right, Captain?” Corrin asked softly.

      She spun to meet his concerned green gaze, startled that he’d noticed her reaction. “I’m just curious about the Shadowhawk.” She brushed him off. “How often does he post these?”

      “Whenever he learns something that we need to know about, like the shipment of seeds.”

      “Isn’t it too late by then?”

      Corrin nodded. “Mostly. But sometimes when these notices go out widely enough, the Falcons will send some of the supplies down to us. The idea of a riot worries them—the human population is much larger than that of the winged folk. Anything that might affect the izerdia extraction worries them even more.”

      “Is that all he does, put the notices up?” A test question, to see whether Corrin would tell her the truth.

      Corrin’s gaze flicked away. “He acts sometimes.”

      “What does that mean?” She pushed gently.

      “Sometimes, when he learns of a shipment ahead of time, he’ll steal the supplies before they can be offloaded. His network hides them, then distributes them once the furore dies down.”

      “If that’s true, then I don’t understand how the Falcons haven’t caught him. Surely they know when their ships are coming in and could lay a trap?”

      Agreeing with Sari, Talyn asked, “Isn’t it odd for a human to have such good access to information on the Falcons and their activities? He wouldn’t have avoided capture all this time without it.”

      Corrin shrugged. “I guess so. I never really thought about it.”

      He genuinely didn’t seem to know any more than that, so she tried testing him on something else. “What happens when he encounters Falcons or City Patrol when he’s trying to ‘liberate’ supplies for Dock City?” she asked carefully.

      Corrin shrugged, deliberately causal. “He doesn’t kill, Captain.”

      “Never?”

      “Not once that I’m aware of.” He hesitated. “He has a deliberate policy against using violence—everyone knows it. Sometimes the Falcons get hurt, though mostly it’s accidental. But when the Falcons catch his network members, they are executed immediately or put to work for a year on the izerdia teams, which in itself is a death sentence.”

      She sighed. Corrin’s account matched Andres’ and it confused her—while clearly a criminal, the Shadowhawk’s intentions, at least on the surface, appeared good, and very specific to Mithranar. Not to mention he eschewed violence but had somehow managed to rob multiple ships without being caught. Why did the Callanan care?

      She had to admit, it made her curious about him. And she hadn’t been curious in a very long time.

      Glancing away from the note, she caught the look on Corrin’s face as he too looked at it. She touched his arm. “I wouldn’t support the Shadowhawk out loud, Corrin, not where you are now.”

      His gaze flashed to hers. “You don’t think what he does is right, Captain?”

      “I don’t know enough about him, or your country, to make that judgement. I counsel you for your own safety. You said yourself the WingGuard hunt the Shadowhawk and execute those they catch. If you were to be heard praising him up at the palace, you could be returned to the cells, and I have a feeling I wouldn’t be able to do much to stop it.”

      He gave her a terse nod. “I understand.”

      “Come on, let’s keep walking. I want to see where the waterfall flows down into the river. Do you have time to show me how to get there?”

      “It’s on my way,” he said happily. “And it’s called the Rush. The river, I mean.”

      They stopped for two tin cups of what Corrin promised would be the best thing she’d ever drunk. He called it kahvi, and it consisted of a warm dark liquid stirred with a dash of honey and pinch of unfamiliar spice.

      “I told you.” He beamed when he caught the look on her face after her first sip. “It’s a human drink—they won’t touch it up at the citadel.”

      “It is delicious,” she agreed.

      She’d devoured the whole cup by the time they reached the flowing river which carried the sparkling water from the waterfall out into Feather Bay. The road they were on led to a wide stone bridge arching high over the Rush, but Corrin tugged on her arm when she went to cross it.

      “I’m happy to continue on my own if you want to head to your mother’s,” she said, wondering if it lay in a different direction.

      “It’s not that. You don’t want to go over there, Captain,” he said uncomfortably.

      She frowned. “Why?”

      “That’s the Poor Quarter. It’s where most of the city’s criminals live, and there are three different gangs with territory in there. The Patrolmen based there always go out in small groups after dark.” He shrugged. “Even in daylight you’re likely to lose whatever money you’re carrying.”

      “That whole area.” She waved to the unending sea of roofs spreading away from the east bank of the river out towards the forested eastern headland.

      Corrin nodded. “In population and size it’s almost a quarter of Dock City.”

      “Is that where the Shadowhawk lives?”

      “I have no idea. Probably. It would be the best place for him to hide, to stay anonymous.” He hesitated. “The city used to end here at the Rush. See the stone levies built up high along the west bank in case of flood? We get serious rainfall during the monsoon season.”

      That’s why the bridge was so high—so it would remain above the water level if the Rush flooded. “Right, but not on the eastern bank?”

      “The city can’t afford the cost of building a levee over there. And of course the winged folk won’t pay for it.” He shook off his obvious anger. “I’d best be going—if I’m late for dinner Mam will kill me. Are you all right to find your way back?”

      “I am, thanks, Corrin.”

      “I’ll see you for drill at dawn.”

      With that he was off, his tall gangly frame weaving easily through the crowded streets.

      Talyn lingered a few moments longer. It looked harmless enough, the Poor Quarter, though admittedly rundown and obviously poor. The people crossing the bridge in either direction didn’t look like they were about to rob her of anything valuable in her possession.

      But she knew from experience that appearances were deceiving.

      It wasn’t just a lack of confidence in her old skills that had her turning away from the bridge rather than braving the streets of the Poor Quarter, though. She hadn’t struggled with her Callanan work—arresting and removing criminals from the streets had left her with warm satisfaction. She’d been doing her duty, making the cities and towns safer for the citizens of the Twin Thrones, her people, to live in.

      But here… it was different.
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      Talyn awoke to the sound of loud banging. Instinct took over, the sudden noise sending her into a quick roll off the bed to land in a fighting crouch on the floor, one hand shooting out to grab the sai resting on her bedside table.

      Once her sleep-groggy mind processed it was someone knocking at her door, not an invasion of her room, she relaxed and stood straight. Keeping the sai in one hand, she pulled on a robe over the loose shirt she slept in and went to open the door. Her eyes widened in surprise at the sight of Halun’s bulk filling up the entryway. “Halun, it’s after midnight, what are you doing here?”

      “I need you to come with me, Captain.” He was standing straight and tall, hands clasped loosely at the small of his back in the way she’d been teaching them only the day before. Something about that made her smile, despite the odd tone of his voice.

      “Why, is there something wrong? Is someone hurt?”

      “It’s about Theac. He’s not hurt, but…” He shifted his weight from foot to foot, ruining his stance in his agitation. Talking so much was clearly making him uncomfortable. “I think it’s better if you just come with me, Captain.”

      It was on the tip of her tongue to demand that he tell her what was going on or leave. She was tired and out of sorts and the last thing she wanted to do was go traipsing through the citadel without knowing why. But instinct checked her. Building trust with these men was already a close to impossible task and dismissing Halun now would make it harder. He’d come to her for help, and like with Corrin, she needed to show him she’d be there.

      Of course, if it turned out Tiercelin and Zamaril had gotten into another squabble in the barracks they couldn’t sort out themselves, she would be having a very sharp conversation with all three of them later.

      “All right, Halun. Give me a moment to dress.”

      Relief crumpled his shoulders, making her instantly glad of her decision. Sighing inwardly, she left him standing there and returned to her room to drag on her uniform and buckle on her sais. Back at the door, she gestured for Halun to lead the way and locked it carefully after her.

      The citadel was quiet at such a late hour, but the darkness was illuminated by artfully arranged lamps and fairy lights that provided plenty of illumination to see where they were going. It was beautiful.

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      “Dock City.”

      “Dock City?” She halted mid-stride. “What’s going on?”

      “I think it would be best if you saw for yourself, Captain,” he said cryptically.

      “Halun...” She hesitated. Another leap of faith. One of these was going to be the wrong call. “All right, fine, lead the way.”

      His strides quickened, the big man clearly catching her irritation. The night air was much cooler than during the day but still carried the scent of flowers. They walked down the wall path in silence. Despite the hour, she was almost glad of the opportunity to see the citadel in this light—it was just as stunning as it appeared on a bright sunny day.

      Dock City was busier than the citadel had been. She supposed that when you had to work for a living, you didn’t always have the luxury of sleeping through the whole night. Her stomach grumbled as they passed a baker’s shop and the delicious scent of baking bread wafted out into the street. It must be closer to dawn than she’d thought.

      She shot Halun a sharp look when the Market Quarter patrol headquarters appeared ahead, but he quickened his pace to avoid her questions, and took the front steps in one massive stride. Talyn followed him, trepidation curling in her gut.

      The smug voice of a Patrolman greeted them. “We just about gave up on you, Halun. Thought you weren’t coming back.”

      Two Patrolmen sat at the front desk, and from the money and chips scattered across the table, it looked like she and Halun had interrupted a game of cards. The man that had spoken had a cigar wedged into the corner of his mouth. He was familiar too—the older Patrolman who’d been there when she’d chased down the thieves on her first day. Rolf? The acrid smoke drifting through the room had her eyes watering.

      Disliking his tone, and their slack behaviour, she levelled a stare at Rolf. “Halun, it’s time to tell me what’s going on.”

      Before he could reply, the door to the back opened and Andres Tye appeared. Unlike the two on the front desk, his uniform was crisp and neat. A flicker of surprise crossed his face at the sight of her. “You came.”

      “Halun asked me to,” she said testily. “Can someone please tell me what’s going on?”

      “Come with me, Captain.” Andres led her and Halun across the entrance foyer to a barred door. Beyond was a long hallway of cells similar to what she’d seen in the main headquarters. He waved them through, then closed the door behind them, shutting off the curious stares of Rolf and the other Patrolman.

      “What am I…” But her words slid to a halt as she caught sight of Theac sitting in the first cell. He was cross legged on a pile of dirty straw and singing at the top of his voice. Even from outside the bars, the stink of alcohol on him was clear.

      “Halun?” she asked softly.

      The big man was staring at his feet, all traces of his crisp warrior stance gone. “He asked me down to the city for a drink after training finished yesterday. Only, he drank a lot, Captain. We were picked up a full-turn ago because he was causing a ruckus outside the inn.”

      “Halun asked me not to do anything until he’d fetched you,” Andres said quietly, casting a sad glance into the cell.

      She ignored Andres, gaze firm on Halun. “Were any of the others with you?”

      “No. Corrin and Tiercelin are with their families and Zamaril doesn’t like spending time with any of us outside of training.” He hesitated, seemingly torn between embarrassment and reluctance to keep speaking. “I didn’t know he would drink so much.”

      The drunken warbling reached a high pitch, almost drowning out Halun’s last words. The sound was unbearable.

      “Theac!” Talyn snapped.

      The singing cut off and Theac peered drunkenly through the bars at her. When he recognised her, his face fell, and he looked away.

      “Rolf and the other Patrolman wanted to keep him locked up in here. Apparently he’s done this before, a lot. It’s why he was kicked out in the first place,” Halun said. The big man was folding in on himself, clearly upset and uncomfortable. It struck an odd note. He was so big, so physically fearsome, yet right now he had all the demeanour of a man who’d participated in something wrong and was shamed by it.

      Disappointment settled in her stomach. “Did you know?”

      He hesitated, then, “I heard things.”

      Stifling a sigh, she turned to Andres. “What happens now?”

      “He’ll be sentenced to a week or two of izerdia extraction if Patrol Captain Finnus—he heads up Market Quarter—is in a good mood. A few months in the city jail if not.” Andres hesitated. “I haven’t yet informed the captain that he’s here.”

      His message was clear. Talyn closed her eyes, stifling the urge to reach up and rub her suddenly aching temples. “Halun, get him back up to the barracks. I’ll sort it out with the Patrol.”

      Halun hesitated. “He’s out of the wing, isn’t he?”

      “You know the answer to that. I can’t afford to have an unreliable drunk guarding the prince.”

      She turned to go, but Halun still hesitated. “Then why even bother to take him back?”

      “Halun, you have your orders.”

      “I know, Captain. Only—”

      “I’m losing patience,” Talyn snapped. The situation wasn’t the big man’s fault, but she was furious with Theac, and with herself for choosing him in the first place. How could she have gotten it so wrong? Crushing doubt cascaded over her, and the only way to fight and keep her head above it was to focus on her anger. “Just do what I say. Dammit, Halun. Now!”

      She was astonished when he dug in, shoulders straightening again. He had to know he was risking his own position, but the words spilled out of him in a rush, more than she’d ever heard from him. “I’ve heard about Theac, before. He was a good captain, fair and kind. But he was strong too. There were no gangs in the Poor Quarter in the years he ran the Patrol there. Corrin’s family would never have had to worry back in those days. He ensured his men helped people.” The last part was mumbled so incoherently that even Talyn’s sharp hearing barely picked up the words.

      She kept her face and voice resolute. “You have your orders, Halun. Take him back to the barracks. Do as I say, or you’re out too. Am I clear?”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      Andres said nothing as he unlocked the cell and stood aside while Halun went in, hefted Theac to his feet, and proceeded to drag him out. Rolf was opening his mouth in protest when she and Andres followed them into the entrance foyer.

      “Orders from the WingGuard,” Andres said crisply. “He’s one of theirs now so it’s up to them to deal with him.”

      “But Watch Officer, he—”

      “Theac is ours,” Talyn said coolly, capturing Rolf’s stare with unyielding steel and holding it until he looked away. “We’ll take it from here.”

      Andres accompanied her to the exit. “You could face trouble with the Falcon for this,” he murmured in a low voice. “I can’t guarantee one of my Patrolmen won’t tattle to the WingGuard.”

      “I’ll deal with it,” she said. “Thanks for helping Halun, and for helping Theac too.”

      “I owed Parksin one,” Andres said. “But I can’t keep stepping in. I’ll be on thin ice with Finnus after this.”

      “Theac is a grown man. He can look after himself.” Her voice was short, made so by anger and weariness.

      “I know.” Andres nodded, looked away. “I heard what you did for Corrin Dariel’s family. You should be careful, Captain.”

      “Why?” she frowned.

      “Because WingGuard don’t do things to help humans.”

      “I’m not WingGuard.”

      He lifted his hands in the air as if in surrender. “Just a friendly warning. I’m sorry you had to get dragged down here tonight.”

      “I’ll be back soon,” she said, voice softening. “Buy you another drink in thanks.”

      

      By the time Talyn got back to her rooms, she was wound up and unable to sleep. She went to a cabinet and pulled out a bottle of something Corrin had convinced her to buy down in Dock City; it was alcoholic, strong and flavoured with coconut. She poured a half glass, then went and slumped down into the chair by her empty fireplace. Taking a long swallow, she allowed her head to drop back against the cushions, enjoying the searing path the alcohol burned down the back of her throat.

      She was angry. Despite its many frustrations, coming to Mithranar had so far been good for her—the challenge of trying to put together a functioning wing had kept her from thinking about home or what had happened. It was a fresh start of sorts, without everything around her constantly reminding her of Sari.

      But tonight, faced with what she was going to have to do in a few hours, she just wanted to go back. Back to a time when she was a Callanan, fighting alongside her partner, revelling in the thrill of the chase. She didn’t want this. She didn’t want anything but that.

      The tears spilled silently down her cheeks.

      

      In the deathly quiet hour before dawn, Talyn opened the door to Theac’s room without knocking. As her second, he had a tiny but private room adjacent to the dormitory where the others slept. He was sitting on the edge of his cot, face pale and drawn in the moonlight shining through the window. She doubted he’d had any sleep either. Yet despite his haggard appearance, he was awake, and had shaved and dressed. Clearly he’d been waiting for her.

      “Big night last night?” she asked.

      “Something like that,” he grunted.

      “I hear this sort of thing is a habit with you, Theac. In fact, I heard your drunken behaviour is the reason you got kicked out of the City Patrol. Is that true?”

      He nodded.

      “Give me one good reason I shouldn’t kick you out of this wing too?” Her voice became hard as ice.

      His jaw clenched. “It won’t happen again, Captain.”

      “No, I need something better than that. I need a second who I can rely on all the time, not just when he’s sober. You disappointed me, and I don’t want to give you another chance. I wouldn’t even be standing here if Halun hadn’t intervened on your behalf. The man who’s barely spoken two words since I met him, who is so withdrawn he seems afraid of his own voice, he spoke for you last night, Theac. He says you were a good man once, a good leader.” She paused. “But in a protective detail, a drunk could cause the deaths of his charge and his wing mates. And if that happened, that’s on me. Do you understand?”

      Theac’s jaw clenched and he turned away, wincing slightly as the movement probably tore through an aching head. When he turned back, his scowl had faded to hopelessness. “I need this, Captain. I truly want to straighten myself up.”

      “Then what was last night about?”

      “Pushing the boundaries until I screwed things up so completely you’d have no choice but to kick me out,” he muttered.

      She kept her voice sharp. “What’s to stop that happening again?”

      His shoulders sagged, and despair added to the hopelessness on his face. “Rock bottom is not a nice place to be, Captain.”

      “Theac...”

      He looked up to meet her eyes, his bloodshot gaze filled with resolution. “I promise you here and now that it will not happen again. If it does, I’ll walk away before you have to tell me to, and I’ll hand myself back over to the City Patrol.”

      She wavered, still uncertain. “You say that you need this position, but you haven’t been too interested so far. In fact, you’ve been downright obstinate.”

      He turned away, jaw clenching. “Like I said, Captain, I was self-destructing.”

      “Why?” She pushed. “What changed?”

      He took a deep, shuddering breath, but his gaze didn’t leave hers. “Life can be pretty awful for the human folk in Dock City; I should know, I grew up with practically nothing. I’ve seen horrors that no child should ever...” He broke off. “I wanted to at least try and keep people safe from being robbed or raped or killed for their coins. I wanted to make sure the Falcons had as little excuse as possible for treating us even more badly than they already did.”

      “So why did you start drinking?”

      “I’ve been running from the demons of my childhood ever since I was old enough to escape them, and it eventually caught up to me. Every crime started to get to me until the only way I could escape the pain was to drink.”

      “I see.” Talyn turned towards the door. His words—the utter grim aching of them—had gotten to her, and she didn’t want him to see that. The brokenness he talked about—she knew it all too well. And just like with Corrin and Zamaril, she wanted the same hope Theac was asking for. In the end, she took a deep breath and turned back to him. “All right, you stay for now.”

      Theac looked stunned, and as her words sank in, he forced himself to his feet. “Thank you, Captain. You won’t regret it.”

      “It isn’t me you should thank.” She stopped in the doorway. “Halun stood up for you last night and risked himself to do it. Don’t make him regret his words, and don’t make me regret my weakness, because that’s what it is, me giving you a second chance. Weakness.”

      He nodded, again unafraid to meet her eyes. Angry with herself, Talyn turned and stalked out for the door.

      “Talon.”

      “What?” she snapped, turning at the doorway.

      He held her gaze. “In the WingGuard, a talon is the commander of an individual detail within a wing. We’ve only got half a detail, but if I’m your second, then it’s Talon Parksin.”

      She slammed the door behind her.

      

      Talyn went straight back to her rooms so that she could change clothes and splash some cold water on her face before returning to the barracks for dawn drill. She’d had no sleep apart from the restless hour or two before Halun had woken her, and was emotionally and physically wrung out.

      “I wouldn’t have let him back in.”

      “I know.”

      “The Kingshield would have sent him packing last night.”

      “I know.”

      “Tal... I love you, but you’re not coping and it’s causing you to make rash decisions. Theac isn’t you and giving a drunk a second chance doesn’t mean you’ll suddenly heal from what you’re feeling.”

      “Maybe if you left me alone I might be able to forget and move on!” she sent the words screaming through her mind, shoving as hard as she could. Sari vanished, whether because of her words, or how hard she pushed, it was impossible to know.

      She patted a towel over her face and stared at herself in the mirror, mentally preparing herself for the day of pushing and cajoling and gritting her teeth through their poor attitude.

      

      Still trying to find some way to summon motivation for the day, Talyn dropped down the ladder to the walkway leading into the drill yard and pushed open the creaky grate. Once through, she stopped in astonishment.

      Instead of finding them sitting disconsolately around the yard as she had every single morning so far, Theac was pacing a straight, crisp line, barking orders as he harried the other four through a series of stretches. His eyes were still bloodshot, and he had to be feeling terribly hung-over, but his back was straight, and his voice boomed in the parade ground bellow she’d heard in the cells that first day.

      “Captain!” He came over to greet her, carrying a steaming mug in his hand. “I brought this for you from the mess in case you’d run out of time this morning. It’s kahvi.”

      Talyn took the cup. “Thanks.”

      “They’re almost done with the warm-ups,” he continued. “We’ll be ready for the wall run in a few minutes.”

      “Good,” she said. “Talon Parksin.”

      “Zamaril!” Theac bellowed, striding away from her. “It’s called stretching, not having a nap!”

      She wasn’t sure whether to laugh or start crying as she stood there clutching her mug of kahvi. Had she just made the right call in a complex situation, or made another horrible mistake?

      “Oh Sari, I wish you were here.”
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      Midnight deepened into the early hours of the morning and the Shadowhawk quickened his stride, moving deeper into the narrowest and darkest alleyways of Dock City. A long, formless grey cloak swirled around his ankles, the hood pulled well down over his masked face.

      The quick strides and intimate knowledge of the layout of these streets usually kept him safe from the cutthroats and pickpockets who looked for far easier marks. The cloak marked him as someone who wanted to remain anonymous, and in this part of town, those who wanted to remain anonymous would usually kill for the privilege, so it paid to steer clear of them.

      And if it came to it, he could always draw the shadows around him and disappear.

      His gaze marked the three lines etched in white chalk on the wooden side wall of a shoemaker’s shop. The third line had been drawn carefully under the first two—acknowledging his agreement to meet.

      Good.

      After walking three more blocks, then circling the area twice to ensure he wasn’t being watched or followed, he stopped at a door set three steps down from the street.

      It swung open noiselessly and he stepped into the darkness beyond. As soon as it closed behind him, flint sparked and light flared from a small lamp. He glanced around, relaxing slightly at the sight of the covered windows.

      “It’s taken you a while.” Saniya’s voice was edgy, but that was nothing new. “It’s my third request for a meet.”

      “When you rely on chalk markings in unsavoury places, it can take me a while to notice them.” He pushed back his hood, revealing the mask. “Why did you want to meet?” They never did this without reason. Apart from Navis, Saniya was the only living person to speak to him face to face so frequently.

      While he’d been the one to seek out Navis after carefully researching those that peddled information in Dock City, it had been Saniya who had approached him. She’d offered logistical assistance in return for access and information. The people she worked for—he’d never met any of them—could also quickly move and hide those in danger of arrest by the WingGuard or Patrol, and did so willingly.

      He suspected the group had started out as smugglers and seen him as an opportunity to expand their business. Guilt never failed to rise its ugly head at the understanding he was likely helping a criminal organisation, but he couldn’t deny that since Saniya had approached him, his ability to distribute stolen food and other necessary goods had increased markedly.

      “A Wall Quarter Patrolman found one of the storehouses where we were keeping the wheat. They cleared it out before we could move it.”

      Anger leapt in his chest. “How did they find it?”

      “We don’t know. You need to tell your people to be more careful. I can’t have them carelessly—”

      “They don’t carelessly do anything,” he hissed. “They risk their lives each and every time they help me and they know it. Some of them have died, and if you think they’ve forgotten that—”

      “Even so.” She was unbothered by his anger. “They need to do better.”

      His mouth curled. “And what is it you’re so afraid of, Saniya? That your gang might be caught and rolled up by the Patrol, or better yet, the Falcons?”

      She snarled, reaching his side in a second, dark blue eyes cold and flat. “I’m afraid of the same thing you are, Shadowhawk. Exposure. Endanger my people and I’ll hang you out to dry.”

      “You’re mistaken in the level of control you imagine I have over my network. I work alone. They help me when they can, but it’s too dangerous—for them and me—to have direct contact.”

      “Just tell them to be more careful.” She stepped back.

      “I don’t take orders from you, and neither do my people,” he said evenly. “You’re useful to me, but I won’t put lives at risk by working with you. How am I to know that your people didn’t make a mistake? Or that one of them isn’t taking bribes from the Falcons?”

      “We don’t take bribes and we don’t make mistakes,” she said coolly. “So quit acting like you’re not just as much of a criminal as I am. Like you said, our alliance works because we suit each other’s purposes, but it can break quickly if you become a vulnerability we can’t afford.”

      “You say that,” he murmured, voice taking on an edge. “But I’ve seen the look in your eyes when you talk about the winged folk or the Falcons. You’re not just in this for the money.”

      Her mouth thinned. “You know nothing about me.”

      “I know more than you think.” Like the fact he’d just hit home with his words. For the first time he began to wonder why it had been her to approach him, not another member of her group, or even the group’s leader. “And I won’t accept you continuing to talk to me like I’m an incompetent inferior of yours.”

      Her jaw tightened. “I know more than you think too, Shadowhawk. Like this poor street criminal act you’ve mastered… no poor street criminal has the level of access to winged folk and Falcon activities that you must to have stayed un-caught all this time.”

      He held her glance for a moment, not giving away anything by reacting to her words, then moved on. “My notices about the shipment of seeds have been up for over a week. If the Falcons ignore them much longer we’ll need to consider other ways of getting some.”

      She paused at the door, voice grudging. “We could use some of those seeds.”

      The Shadowhawk nodded. “We give the Falcons a few more days, then we’ll meet and work out how best to get the supplies we need.”

      The closing door was the only affirmation he got.

      

      He was halfway back to his apartment when the feeling in the night air changed around him. In a single movement, he stepped off the street and pressed up against the shadows of the nearest wall. Before he had time to sweep the area with his gaze, or even begin to draw the shadows around himself, a woman screamed and came running out of the alley to his right.

      She was scantily dressed, hair long and tangled—a streetgirl. But those who worked this part of Dock City didn’t scare easily. This one had terror filling her eyes and voice, so much so she didn’t notice him as she ran past in a panicked sprint.

      Not allowing himself to stop and debate the sense of what he was doing, he edged around into the mouth of the alley. Darkness filled it, the upper stories of the buildings to either side leaning over so as to eclipse any moonlight above.

      A whisper of movement rasped over his senses, and he was about to back away—the smart thing to do—when he caught sight of the fallen body. Eyes up, he strode quickly towards it, kneeling down and placing two fingers at the person’s throat. No pulse.

      His hand came away sticky with blood. His stomach tightened.

      Another whisper of movement came from further down the alley. Fear curled down his spine—unfamiliar and unsettling. The darkness rarely made him afraid.

      Instinctively he drew the shadows more closely around him, hiding, then took a breath and a step in the direction of the movement. His eyes stared into inky darkness. Beyond the thud of his heartbeat and the soft murmur of his breath, he swore he could feel another presence in the darkness.

      Whoever it was stood there, still, waiting. The Shadowhawk fought through the fear binding his limbs like stone and took another step forward.

      Another flash of movement. Eyes sliding through the dark. The glint of copper, and then running footsteps.

      The sense of danger he’d felt was gone just as suddenly.

      The Shadowhawk shifted, moving so that the little light from the street beyond fell on the body. A man, middle-aged and finely dressed. The Shadowhawk’s eyes narrowed—someone from the Wealthy Quarter enjoying an illicit night out.

      A murder like this wasn’t entirely uncommon in the Poor Quarter, yet…

      His gaze caught on a scrap of parchment curled in the dead man’s hand. He pulled it out, careful not to rip it. It was a tiny piece, the size of what you’d place in a capsule to deliver a message by bird. A single word was etched in black ink.

      Vengeance

      Footsteps sounded in the distance—several people at least, and then snatches of the hysterical voice of the streetgirl who’d run screaming. She’d probably gone for the protection of the gang she worked for. He couldn’t afford them seeing him and assuming he was the killer.

      The Shadowhawk pressed the paper back into the dead hand, then rose and moved swiftly in the opposite direction, drawing the night to him as he ran.
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      Talyn pushed her new wing hard. It would take months of dedicated training before they were capable fighters, and in the meantime, strength, speed and stamina would be the only advantages they had. Her main hope, however, was that they would become united by their shared exhaustion and physical misery. The added side benefit was that they were often too tired to fight or snap at each other.

      A winged boy appeared at her room early in the evening eight days after she’d fished Theac out of jail. It had been an especially hot day and she was contemplating whether she could be bothered walking down to Dock City to see if Andres was free. Mid-Twomonth was looming and she’d been so caught up with the effort required to keep her wing together and listening to her that she’d yet to make any further progress on her investigation into the Shadowhawk. Anxiety curled in her gut.

      “You haven’t even been here a month yet,” Sari reminded her.

      “A month used to be plenty of time for us to solve a problem like this.”

      “Stop it. We were intimately familiar with Port Lathilly and its surrounds. You’re in a different country with wildly different customs and expectations. It’s going to take time, Talyn.”

      Despite Sari’s reassurances, she’d made the decision to go and visit Andres when the knock came at her door. The boy didn’t look any older than ten or eleven and beamed up at her with a toothy smile. Someone had attempted to run a comb through the unruly mop of curls on his head, but it had been in vain. A pair of bright emerald wings rustled at his back, half unfurled as if he were ready to leap into flight at any moment.

      “Can I help you?” she asked.

      “Prince Cuinn Acondor would like to see you, Captain.” He bobbed his head. “I’m to bring you as soon as you’re ready.”

      “Give me a moment.”

      Talyn ducked back inside to pull on a fresh shirt rather than the one she’d sweated through drill in, then re-plait her damp hair. Once done, she re-opened the door.

      “Let’s go.”

      By now she was confident of her way around the palace, but she let the boy take her to the bridge that led across to Cuinn’s tower. The front door was, of course, unguarded. The boy knocked, and they waited patiently for an answer. “What’s your name?” she asked him.

      “I’m Willir Wingswept,” he announced proudly. “I’m Prince Cuinn’s page.”

      He looked inordinately proud of himself, and Talyn couldn’t help but smile. “That’s a high honour for someone so young. How old are you?”

      “Just turned thirteen, Captain.” He brightened at her words. “Nobody else thinks it’s an honour. The other pages sneer at me—they say Prince Cuinn isn’t important enough.”

      “Everyone is important in their own way, Willir,” she said seriously. “You should remember that.”

      He laughed. “What they’ve been saying about you is right. You’re not like most winged folk.”

      She shuddered to think what ‘they’ had been saying. “I’m not winged folk at all,” she said.

      “Maybe.” His thin shoulders straightened. “But I like you.”

      She was still fighting back a smile when Cuinn’s musical voice sounded from inside, inviting her in. Assuming a serious expression, Willir opened the door and gestured for her to enter. “I’ll see you again soon?” he asked hopefully.

      “Count on it.” She shook his hand solemnly, and he flashed her a grin before running off and launching into flight.

      It was cool inside despite the heat of the day and the arched windows letting in the orange glow of the setting sun. The sky-blue carpet was soft under her boots, the furniture sparse but tasteful—a table by the lounge, a small desk and a case filled with stacks of parchment and the occasional book. A spiral stairway in the far corner joined other floors in the tower. Mostly for show, she presumed.

      The one oddity was a small flute sitting on the desk. Apart from a quill and inkpot, nothing else rested on its bare surface. There was no chair near it.

      A door abruptly opened on the other side of the room and Cuinn appeared. Again, everything about him was carefully styled to enhance his natural beauty—the sleeveless satin shirt in midnight blue with the top buttons artfully undone, atop fitted breeches in ivory that ended in casually bare feet. His blonde hair was wet and stuck up in messy spikes—a casualty of the rough dry he was giving it with a towel.

      “Sorry.” He sounded anything but as he offered a lazy smile, eyes running over her from head to toe. “I just came back from a rather energetic game of alleya, and I thought I should freshen up before meeting you.”

      “That’s fine,” she said. She had no clue what alleya was, and deliberately looked away to keep her irritation at his entire manner from being completely obvious. She frowned at the realisation that there were no bolts or latches on the window.

      “You’re angry.”

      “What?” She turned at the sound of his voice.

      “You’re angry.” He motioned to her. “I can sense it. Did I do something to annoy you?”

      For a moment she was utterly confused. Her voice and expression had remained neutral since she’d stepped into the room—a soldier speaking with her charge—but then she remembered Theac telling her about the magic of the winged folk. “You can read my emotions? I thought you could only project them.”

      “It’s rare, but the more powerful ones—like me—can do both.” He winked. “I normally don’t pry, but I couldn’t help but sense your anger just then. It was coming off you in waves.”

      His gaze narrowed, voice turning distant before trailing off entirely. The expression on his face turned inwards, and sudden terror seized her. The idea that this prince might see what was inside her, the broken parts and suffocating grief…

      “Stop!”

      Her voice ripped through the room, laden with Dumnorix command and a hint of desperation. Cuinn recoiled as if stung, dragging himself out of his daze, green eyes snapping to hers. His mouth opened but she spoke before he could register what happened, and this time she managed a cool, but firm tone.

      “I would prefer my emotions remain private, Your Highness,” she said. “And if you’re wondering why I’m annoyed, you might consider that I don’t appreciate being looked up and down like I’m a particularly attractive piece of meat every time I’m in your presence.”

      He laughed. The bastard actually laughed. The amusement lit up his face as he dropped into the nearest sofa, wings spread wide to either side of him. “I can’t help it if you’re a beautiful woman, Captain Dynan.” He cocked his head to one side. “In fact, one of your parents at least must have been winged folk? You have the look of one of us about you.”

      “My parents are not relevant, Your Highness. What is relevant is that I was sent here to do a job, and you have not allowed me to do it.” She took a breath, fighting bitterly to drag the conversation back on track. “I’m hoping that’s why you’ve asked to see me this afternoon.”

      The amusement faded, boredom sweeping in in its place. “Bringing you to Mithranar wasn’t my idea. And I’ve told you already that I don’t want or need any sort of protection. Do you think I enjoy being laughed at by my brothers and my friends about having a misfit human guard made up of criminals?”

      “I think you’re deliberately choosing to believe you don’t need protection because it’s easier,” she said, keeping her tone neutral. “And if you think for one second that I have anything to do with whatever ulterior motives are at play here… well, let me say this. I’ve been training to be a warrior since childhood, Prince Cuinn, and I take what I do very seriously. I have dedicated my life to it.”

      “How very stirring,” he said, rolling his eyes and heaving a massive sigh.

      “I understand you have two elder brothers.” She forced patience into her tone and expression, pushing down her annoyance. “But things happen. What if one of them took ill, or—”

      His chuckle cut her off. “I’m never going to be in line for the throne of Mithranar, Captain.” At her raised eyebrows, he gave a languid shrug. “For a start, I’m illegitimate.”

      “Oh.” She kept her mouth closed with an effort. She hadn’t expected that. Ceannar had said Cuinn’s Dumnorix blood came from a different branch of the family tree, but she’d just assumed as a prince he would be legitimate. She still didn’t feel that instinctive kinship with him that she did with Ariar and Aethain, although that might be because her irritation with his entire manner was overpowering it.

      “We’re not too fussy about that sort of thing here, and when my mother took a lover after her husband’s death, it was hard to be discreet when she fell pregnant in any case.” Another shrug, his attention almost entirely taken by an invisible piece of lint on the hem of his shirt. “But the winged folk nobles would never accept me as king, and not only because of that. Trust me on this, Captain.”

      Once again he’d veered the conversation off track, and she struggled to bring it back, some of her frustration finally escaping into the sharp edge in her tone. “Despite that, you might also consider those you just called misfits will be responsible for keeping you alive. They are, each and every one of them, worthwhile men and they are sweating and working every day to learn how to be warriors. They have my respect, and they should have yours too.”

      “As inspirational as that little speech was, those misfits would be lucky if—collectively—they could keep a cat alive.” He stretched out lazily. “And I realise you haven’t been here long, but if you use that disapproving tone with anyone else in my family you’ll likely be flogged. Not a pleasant experience, so I don’t recommend it.”

      She faltered. “You’re serious.”

      “Me being serious happens very rarely, but in this case yes, I am,” he said. “Mithranar is beautiful, Captain Dynan, but that beauty hides a lot of ugliness. You may have had the freedom to express your views to your superior officers back home, but don’t do it here.” He shifted, the boredom coming back to his face. “That advice applies for the dinner being held in three days’ time.”

      “Dinner?” she said blankly, stumped by the sudden turn in conversation.

      “Yes, my mother is holding one of her regular dinner parties. I have been instructed to make sure my wing is there.” He waved a hand. “I’ll need at least two of you, or whatever you think best. Try to make them look marginally presentable if you can. I’d rather not have a ragtag bunch of petty criminals show up as my guard. Please ask them to avoid tripping over their shoelaces or doing something equally embarrassing.”

      “I can do that,” Talyn said stiffly.

      “Excellent.” He reached forward to pour from a carafe of wine on the table. “That will be all, Captain. Your irritation with me is quickly reaching painful levels.”

      “Lucky I’m not there. I would punch him.”

      “I don’t get it,” she said in utter mystification as she left Cuinn’s tower without another word. “Flogging? This place is just…”

      “A nightmare?”

      “Something like that.” She lifted a hand to her suddenly aching temples. She’d taken so much for granted, growing up in the Twin Thrones without any real knowledge of the outside world apart from the lessons taught in her schooling and then at Callanan Tower. She’d known Mithranar had a queen, that the winged folk had magic, and that they were the world’s only producer of izerdia.

      But that there was a place in the world where people thought they were superior because they had wings and magic, where the ruling family thought it was acceptable to flog people for disagreeing with them, or to hoard food for themselves… that she hadn’t known.

      And her father. He’d never said a word about any of this, despite how much of a shock it must have been for a human from Dock City to settle in the Twin Thrones, married to a Dumnorix with their views on ruling.

      Why?

      

      Talyn told her wing about the dinner following the wall run the next morning. After almost a month of training, they were beginning to show improvement. Running up the wall was still a gasping, exhausting experience, but they could make the full distance at a run now. Once she’d finished, they glanced at each other or at their shoes.

      Theac glowered at Zamaril. “We already know,” he grunted.

      “You do? How?” She frowned at him.

      “Our resident thief was listening at the window when you spoke to the prince yesterday,” Tiercelin looked torn between horror and amusement at the audacity of such a thing.

      “Six thrices, I’ll murder him!”

      “I see.” She tried to keep her voice even. Usually that was easy for her—she’d never found it difficult to maintain a cool calm no matter the situation, which was why she and Sari had always worked so well together. But leading this wing was like wrangling a group of wild cats. Sari chuckled gleefully inside her head.

      “I wanted to know what he was saying to you,” Zamaril spoke with his usual cockiness, but he was shifting his weight from foot to foot. “And I wanted to know whether you meant all that fleashit you’ve been giving us about trust and respect.”

      “What he did was wrong,” Corrin said unexpectedly, giving Zamaril a disappointed look. “I’m glad Halun walloped his ear for it.”

      Talyn shot a startled glance at the thief, noticing his reddened left ear for the first time. He scowled, gaze dropping to the ground. She then swung her gaze to Halun, who stood with his arms crossed, looking thoroughly unapologetic.

      “You did say we had to trust each other,” Tiercelin pointed out, cocking his head as if trying to remember. “At least six times that I recall, though there was probably more. I don’t always pay attention when you start lecturing. Spying isn’t trust.”

      She swallowed a sigh that almost wanted to be a laugh. “I agree, and I meant what I said. But we also need to avoid hitting each other, where possible. Next time, Halun, talk to Theac or myself if you have a concern.”

      “Zamaril told us what you said to Prince Cuinn,” Corrin said, directing a pointed look at the thief. “And we’d like to say thank you.”

      “All of us,” Theac said, elbowing Zamaril sharply in the ribs.

      The thief scowled. “I still don’t get it. You want us to trust you, but I can’t even figure out what you’re doing here in the first place. A Kingshield helping out the WingGuard, it doesn’t make any sense.”

      She settled a thoughtful gaze on him. This thief was smart, an intelligence born of a life where he’d had only himself to rely on for survival, and he’d been pushing her every single second since joining the wing. The pushing she could take, but she was starting to wonder whether there was more to it.

      “It’s not a secret,” she said evenly. “Your royal family requested a Kingshield guard to assist in training the Falcons. King Aethain agreed on the condition that my services were paid for with a rather large shipment of izerdia.”

      “So why are you here instead of training Falcons?” This was from Corrin, who sounded genuinely curious.

      “I don’t know. I’m a soldier just like you. I came here as ordered, and when I arrived, the Falcon told me I’d be building a new wing for Prince Cuinn’s protection. So that’s what I’m doing.”

      “For how long?” Zamaril challenged. They all glanced at each other at his question, and she didn’t shy away from the truth. She would take his challenges and throw them back every time until he learned to trust or he walked away. Now she pinned him with her gaze until he began looking uncomfortable. “I’ve already told you. A year. Now, have I answered your questions sufficiently, or would you like to interrogate me further?”

      The thief scowled again. “No, Captain.” He hesitated. “And yes, I appreciate what you said too.”

      “I meant every word,” she said, then gave Zamaril the fiercest look she could. “If I ever hear about you following me around or eavesdropping on my conversations again, I will be furious, understand?”

      His face tightened. “Yes, Captain.”

      Theac cleared his throat. “What do you require from us for this dinner?”

      “First, no wearing of shoelaces.” Tiercelin grinned.

      Talyn allowed them their chuckles before turning back to business. “We’ll all be participating. I don’t expect any problems, so it will be a learning experience. You’ve all been undertaking basic weapons skills and building up your strength and conditioning, but you also need to start learning about the practice of guarding someone.”

      They had all been focusing intently on her words, but as she got to the end, their attention started to wander. Even Corrin’s eyes shifted to gaze at some point over her shoulder. She turned, forced to bite down a surge of irritation at the sight of Cuinn standing there with another winged man.

      “You’re angry again,” he said as he approached, faint reproof in his voice.

      “Not at all, Your Highness,” she said smoothly. “What can we do for you?”

      “I’ve come to speak to my guards.” He gave her an amused grin, indicating he knew full well how annoyed she was, before moving past to stand in front of the men. She shifted, positioning herself so that if he said something insulting, she could stop Zamaril from doing anything stupid. The prince’s companion stayed back.

      “You’re a sorry looking lot,” Cuinn noted, eyeing them over with a disdainful air. He stood with one hand in his pocket, the other languidly reaching up to sweep his hair back from his face. “But we’re stuck with each other for now, and I’d like to make sure you reflect positively on me tomorrow night. After that, we can happily go back to ignoring each other.”

      “Yes, Your Highness.” Theac managed to force his head into a polite nod. The other four muttered an assent. Muted sullenness was written all over their faces— even Tiercelin’s. Clearly Zamaril had related every part of the conversation he’d overheard.

      Cuinn glanced at Talyn, a hint of laughter on his face. “They all look very enthusiastic about protecting my life, don’t they? I shall definitely sleep better at night.”

      He was completely right, but he was genuinely amused by it rather than concerned. Either he was oddly confident that his life would never be in danger, or he was a fool. She was beginning to suspect the latter.

      Before she could respond, he swung back to them. “You will all need proper uniforms—it’s horrifying to think you’ve been wandering around up here in those rags.” Cuinn paused. “I imagine none of you really want to be Falcons, and the feeling is mutual, I’m sure. Choose a name and colours for yourselves, and Aine here will take your measurements. Your uniforms will be ready by this evening.”

      “We are representing you, Your Highness.” Theac ventured gruffly. “Wouldn’t you prefer to choose our colours?”

      “I really don’t care, as long as it’s something sensible.” Cuinn’s voice was bored now, and he turned to go, but Zamaril’s voice stopped him.

      “I have an idea for a name, Your Highness.”

      Talyn stifled a smile—only Zamaril would have the nerve to speak so confidently to the prince. He stood with his arms crossed and smug expression in place, daring Cuinn to disapprove of him. The prince merely raised his eyebrows.

      “You’re right. We don’t want to be Falcons. I think we should be called Wolves.”

      Tiercelin gasped in shock, while Halun and Corrin simply turned to gape at Zamaril in horror.

      “Shut your mouth before I shut it for you, Zamaril!” Theac barked.

      Talyn wondered what she was missing. She suspected if she’d known, she’d be putting Zamaril on dishes duty for months. The moment froze as everyone waited for Cuinn’s reaction.

      He only laughed. “Fine. Wolves it is. I’ll also make sure you get a full set of uniforms with spares, including proper boots and shoes. Extra weapons, too.”

      “There are six of us, Prince Cuinn,” Talyn objected. “The Falcon has already provided the weapons we need.”

      He turned and smiled at her. “I’ll not have my wing lack anything every other wing of the WingGuard has. I’d be even more of a laughingstock if that were the case.”

      “And we wouldn’t want that,” she said dryly.

      His smile widened. “Indeed not. I’ll see you all tomorrow night.”

      They watched as Cuinn lifted off with one mighty sweep of his silver wings. Talyn, still fascinated by the sight of a human flying, turned abruptly as Theac coughed to gain her attention.

      She turned back. “Tell me what all that was about.” She gave Zamaril a dangerous stare. He flashed her an insolent look before dropping his gaze from hers.

      Theac glowered. “The Falcons don’t go down into Dock City very often, but when they do, they hate it. They say it’s like going into a den of mangy, starving wolves—on account of us being so dirty and noisy.”

      She wasn’t sure whether to laugh or be horrified. “Zamaril! Do you want to get thrown back in the cells?”

      “Did you think of me at all while coming up with that stupid name?” Tiercelin spread his wings for effect. There was indignance in his voice, but a hint of real distress too. She didn’t think the others picked up on it, but it was clear as day to her. “I’ll never hear the end of it when my family finds out.”

      “You’ve probably not noticed, what with how your pretty nose is stuck up in the air most of the time, but your kind are outnumbered in this wing,” Zamaril remarked.

      “My kind?” Tiercelin took a step towards the thief, insult hardening his handsome face.

      “Enough!” Theac stepped in between them before Talyn could, placing a restraining hand on Tiercelin’s chest. “Tiercelin, I’m sure you can understand why humans think the way they do about winged folk, and Zamaril, you’d better pipe down or you’ll be cleaning shit from the privies for the next month. Am I clear?”

      The moment froze, Talyn finding herself freezing along with it. That Theac had stepped in before she could was a stunning development, but Zamaril simply wouldn’t let his attitude go, and Tiercelin was nothing if not arrogant and proud.

      In the end, Tiercelin was the bigger man. Her shoulders relaxed as he nodded and stepped away from Theac’s restraining hand, speaking stiffly. “I am outnumbered in this wing, and it’s only fair that our name be chosen by a group vote.”

      Zamaril nodded sullenly. “I vote for the Wolves.”

      “As long as we’re not Falcons, I don’t care what it is,” Theac said.

      Corrin’s gaze flickered to Tiercelin, but he said quietly, “I don’t want to be a Falcon. I vote for being called Wolves too.”

      Halun simply gave a firm nod.

      Tiercelin spread his hands and shrugged. “Fine. I’m already a joke anyway. Why not add to the hilarity?”

      “All right, the Wolves it is.” Talyn sighed. She wasn’t sure allowing the name was a good idea. Deliberately irritating a group of people that already didn’t want them wasn’t smart, but she’d been seeking a way to give her wing an identity, something that could bring them together, and this might be it. “On one condition. I hear even a whisper of you giving Tiercelin a bad time about the name, and you’ll be Falcons, no matter how much you hate it. He’s shown his respect for you by allowing you to choose the name in a vote. You show him the same respect. Am I clear?”

      “Yes, Captain!” Theac and Corrin spoke at the same time, sharp and loud. Halun reached out and shoved Zamaril so hard he almost fell. Then gave her a satisfied nod.

      She stifled another smile. “I’ll leave you to work out what colours you’d like to wear. Please decide in time for Aine to get the uniforms ready for the dinner.” The poor winged man was still lingering awkwardly just out of earshot. “Theac, if they bicker, you get deciding vote.”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      “Zamaril, a moment please?”

      He reluctantly followed her away from the group. “Captain, if you’re going to ride me about suggesting the name—”

      “It’s not that.” She looked him hard in the eyes. “You realise Tiercelin was the better man back there, I hope? Your behaviour and attitude were poor and you should be shamed by it.”

      His lip curled. “I don’t live by your stupid rules of fairness and trust. I’ll do as I’m ordered so I can stay alive and not go back to the cells, but I’ve lived with only myself to rely on for my entire life and you’ve shown me absolutely no good reason why that should change.”

      “And what good reason have I shown you to not trust me? Trust us?” she asked quietly. “You’ve been following me around and spying on me, after all.”

      His face tightened.

      “You’re afraid, and I get that,” she continued. “Being alone can feel safer. It means you don’t have to fear losing something. Trust me, I know.”

      “How do you know?” he asked quietly.

      She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t share with him… it was too hard, too raw. When he realised she wasn’t willing to tell him, his face hardened. “Right there,” he said. “That’s my good reason.”

      He was gone before she could say or do anything. Her hands clenched at her sides as she fought tears.

      

      A letter from Tarcos arrived that afternoon, waiting on her doorstep when she returned to her room. The sight of it—of word from home, from someone she cared about—was welcome after the fight with Zamaril, easing some of the tight clutch of despair in her chest.

      She sank into her soft couch, ripping the seal open and unfolding the letter within.

      Talyn,

      I got your letter yesterday. It certainly sounds like you’ve been given a challenge, but I’m sure you’ll get your new unit up and running in no time. I have great faith in you. You should too.

      I’ve got some news of my own. My uncle has given me permission to join Prince Ariar’s Aimsir battalion in the north to gain some fighting and command experience. Apparently the brigand encampments throughout the mountains have been growing these past months, and King Aethain is keen to increase his forces in the area. I think the fact I’ll be taking my personal Bearman detachment helped sway the king in my favour once my uncle agreed. Don’t worry though, I’ll be back in Ryathl by the time you return.

      Leviana and Cynia asked me to pass along their greetings. They’ve just been given a new assignment somewhere out west—they wouldn’t tell me where, of course—and they asked me to tell you they miss you and can’t wait till you get back.

      I’d better go, Lord Markim has invited me to dine with him this evening. A friend of ours has recommended a troubadour group playing in Ryathl until Threemonth, and Markim has invited them for a private show at his residence.

      There’s not much else to say, aside from I miss you, Tal, and I wish you were here. I’m counting the days until you get back.

      Yours,

      Tarcos

      After reading it, she carefully put the letter down and sank further into the cushions. Tarcos was joining Ariar’s Aimsir battalion in the Ayrlemyre Mountains—brigand numbers were on the rise again.

      Tears pricked her eyes despite her best efforts to hold them back. She had to stop this. Tarcos was thrilled, and she needed to be happy for him. She was happy for him. Fighting with Ariar would give him valuable experience—experience he’d need if he wished to become his uncle’s heir. It’s what he wanted, had wanted for a long time now.

      But working against the brigands, reducing their numbers, keeping the roads across the mountains safe for travellers and merchants alike—that had once been her job. Hers and Sari’s. They’d had other assignments too, of course, one memorable one involving infiltrating a gang of violent smugglers in Port Lathilly. But more often than not they worked against the ragtag, yet well-organised, well-supplied and heavily armed criminals that used the rugged and isolated Ayrlemyre range to grow and thrive.

      She’d loved it. Loved the life, the challenge, the hunt and the fighting. Better yet, they’d been good at it. More than good. The effect she and Sari—in concert with the local Aimsir and other Callanan posted there—had on brigand activities had been noticeable. Now their numbers were growing again. And there was FireFlare. She missed her Aimsir mare constantly, the bond between horse and rider so strong that the mare wouldn’t let anyone else touch her while Talyn was away.

      She wanted that life back so badly she ached. And at the same time, she never wanted to go anywhere near it ever again. Because it had been her fault that… Tears threatened, and she bit her lip, almost hard enough to draw blood, refusing to let them fall.

      She needed a distraction.

      Forcing herself up and out of her chair, Talyn went to the desk and yanked open the drawer. Inside she kept scrawled notes of her observations on the Shadowhawk. They wouldn’t make sense to anyone but her and Sari—they’d developed their own shorthand after years working together—but they mostly revolved around the two notices she’d seen since her arrival in Mithranar and what she’d learned from her conversation with Andres.

      After spreading the notes across the desktop, she studied them, forcing her brain to think, to focus on something other than Tarcos’s letter and her run-in with Zamaril and how both made her feel.

      Corrin had said the Shadowhawk’s notes sometimes forced the WingGuard into sharing the winged folk supplies for fear of a riot or other trouble with izerdia extraction. And sure enough, she’d heard the Wolves talking over lunch the previous day. Corrin’s mother had told him that some of the recent shipment of seeds was beginning to be distributed throughout the Wealthy Quarter.

      But from what she’d seen of the WingGuard so far, they wouldn’t take kindly to being forced into action by the Shadowhawk. Her mind snagged on that, turning it over.

      “No, they’d want some sort of retribution. Or at least a way to lash out.” Sari agreed.

      “But they haven’t been able to catch the Shadowhawk,” Talyn answered absently. “So, they’d go after his network, perhaps?”

      “Or anyone, really. After your experience of them so far, I can’t see them being particularly discerning.”

      “You’re right. And remember what Andres said about the man I caught on my first day? The one linked to the Shadowhawk? He said the man had gone to jail, but that usually the Shadowhawk would have intercepted him before that.” Talyn shoved the parchment back into her drawer and reached for her cloak.

      This wasn’t going to be as hard as she’d thought.

      

      Andres Tye was on duty when she walked into the Market Quarter Patrol headquarters, standing by the main desk chatting with Lidrin—the young Patrolman she’d met on her first day.

      “Captain Dynan.” Once again Tye looked surprised to see her. “I hope there’s nothing wrong?”

      “No,” she assured him, glancing at Lidrin with an apologetic smile. He beamed back at her. “Do you have a moment to chat?”

      Tye glanced ruefully towards the door leading to a back room. “I’m in the middle of questioning one of our less-scrupulous jewel sellers, but I could use a break. Let’s step outside. It’s stupidly warm in here.”

      It wasn’t that much cooler on the landing outside, but at least there was a faint, sluggish breeze moving through the streets. Tye settled himself against the railing, able from there to keep a watchful eye through to the foyer, as well as see anyone coming up from the street.

      “I came because I wanted to thank you for what you did for Theac.” It was her pretence for coming to talk to Andres about the Shadowhawk, but as the words came out, she realised she meant them. “From what I’ve gathered about the Patrol so far, not many others would have given me the opportunity to help him.”

      “I heard you kept him in your wing.” His words were without emotion, giving no indication of what he thought of that.

      “I did. Everyone deserves a second chance.”

      “It’s a risk. Keeping a drunk on in a protective unit.” Tye shifted. “The Falcon would have tossed him out on his ear if he knew.”

      “A good thing he doesn’t.” She kept her voice as toneless as his.

      “Not yet. Most of the Patrol knows about it by now. My men.” A slight tightening of his mouth. “Don’t always keep their mouths shut. Some of them are in the pocket of the Falcons.”

      He was warning her. Her estimation for this Patrolman rose incrementally, along with more questions. “Why are you in the Patrol, Andres?”

      “To help where I can.” He crossed his arms, clearly not interested in divulging any more. “My turn. What really brings you down here tonight, Captain?”

      She weighed her words, decided against pretending she didn’t have another reason for coming. “Corrin told me the Shadowhawk’s notices resulted in some of the recent shipment of seeds being distributed throughout the city.”

      “True.” Andres nodded. “It all went to merchants in the Wealthy Quarter, but still, it’s better than none coming down at all.”

      “That wouldn’t have pleased the Falcons, I imagine? Being forced into action like that.”

      Tye pushed off the railing, taking two steps back toward the open door and pausing there. “No, they weren’t. But I don’t see what this has to do with your job here, Captain.”

      “Who did they arrest?” she asked softly.

      He let out a breath, looked away, then gave her a grim look when he glanced back. “Two dock workers are currently sitting in the Dock Quarter cells. I know the watch officer over there, and just between you and me? He has no clue why they were arrested.”

      She nodded, hiding the flare of triumph that went through her at his words. “How long have they been there?”

      “Since yesterday afternoon.”

      Then the Shadowhawk should have heard about it by now. She flashed Andres a smile. “Good luck with your criminal jeweller.”

      His chuckle followed her back out into the street.
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      “She’s hiding something.”

      The thief delivered these words flatly, back resting against the wooden wall of the brothel, arms firmly crossed over his chest. The Shadowhawk studied him—he’d approached Zamaril to be his informant because he’d never had any contact with any of the other men Talyn Dynan had chosen for her wing, and Zamaril had occasionally helped him in the past. Never at his request or command, and only when it suited him, but still.

      “Like what?” he eventually asked.

      Zamaril shrugged. “She keeps going on about trust and being wing mates, but she’s closed up like a steel drum holding a year’s worth of gold coin. And she talks about her Kingshield like it’s some wonderful, amazing thing, which has to be absolute rubbish. Either that or she’s a fool.”

      “Just because things are the way they are here doesn’t mean that’s the way they are everywhere else,” he murmured.

      Zamaril spat. “Since when were you a philosopher? And what does that even mean? Things are the same everywhere—those that have money and power prey on those that don’t. That’s the way the world works.”

      “That’s the way the world you’ve grown up in works,” the Shadowhawk pointed out, then turned to the original topic. “A shipment of izerdia seems a steep but reasonable price for a Kingshield guard. And at least now we know the request for her came from here.” Now he just had to work out who, and why, and whether it affected him in any way.

      “Whatever.” Zamaril was clearly bored with the conversation. “She’s not the only reason I asked to meet anyway. Halun told me this afternoon that two dock workers he knows were arrested yesterday—on Doljen’s orders.”

      Doljen. The Patrol Captain commanding the Dock Quarter patrol. One of the captains that regularly accepted bribes from the WingGuard.

      “What for?” he asked, voice dangerously quiet.

      “Halun says nobody knows. Says both men keep their noses clean—they were yanked out of their homes without any reason.”

      “The notices about the seed shipments.” Anger rose quick and hot, hands curling into fists at his sides.

      “Probably.”

      Zamaril’s hand whipped out to grab his arm as he went to shove past. “You’re too predictable, Shadowhawk. One day even that moronic bunch of feathered incompetents is going to manage to ambush you successfully.”

      “If you want to be helpful, just stick to what I asked you to do,” he snarled, then pulled the darkness down over him like a shroud and disappeared into the street.

      

      The Shadowhawk stalked through Dock City. Anger simmered in his veins, adding an edge to the night around him. The Falcons had once again had their petty revenge. Arrested yesterday—a day after he’d stumbled over the dead body in the alleyway.

      The anger flashed white hot, his mouth curling into a snarl. It was easier to feel that, to focus on that, than the guilt that loomed beneath it, turning his gut sour. The men weren’t amongst his network of helpers—he would have heard already if that was the case. He doubted they were Saniya’s people either, or she’d have reached out with an urgent message. There had been no chalk marks in the usual places when he’d checked on his way to meet Zamaril.

      No, they’d only been arrested so that the Falcons could have a scapegoat. And it had taken him more than a day to learn of it. Too damn long.

      Despite the emotion churning inside him, he moved silently through the pre-dawn darkness, the hood of his usual cloak pulled well down over his face, long strides eating up the ground. He’d discovered the roof entrance to the Dock Quarter Patrol headquarters over a year ago and so far, despite the three occasions he’d broken prisoners out in that time, neither the Patrol nor the Falcons had been able to discover how he got in and out so easily.

      His lip curled in a brief sneer at the thought of their uselessness.

      Once inside, he found the watch officer inside his office. This one was as open to bribes as his captain, but he didn’t care where the bribes came from. And he already knew what the Shadowhawk had come for. A greasy smile spread over the man’s face as he made a curling gesture with his fingers. The Shadowhawk swallowed down his anger and tossed a small bag of coins on the desk without a word.

      “Last cell on the left.” The watch officer took the sack and tucked it into his tunic. “I kept them well away from the others to make it easier for you.”

      He didn’t bother with thanks.

      The two men were asleep in their cell. Even in the dim light cast by flickering torches out in the corridor, it was obvious their faces were swollen, skin dark with bruising. The Shadowhawk’s eyes slid closed as fury burned through him, white hot, and he had to fight down the desire to go back and start throwing his fists at the Patrolmen guards on the front desk—they might be slack and uninterested, but this may not have been their handiwork. And even if it was… he didn’t use violence. No matter how angry he was, he just couldn’t.

      He used his key on the lock—another thing they didn’t know he had—and cautiously swung the cell door open.

      The first prisoner woke at the sound, terror flashing over his face before he realised it wasn’t a Falcon or Patrolman in the cell with him. The Shadowhawk raised a finger to his masked lips and the man nodded. Together, they tried to rouse the second man.

      When he finally woke, his eyes were glassy, and he had trouble standing. The first prisoner wrapped an arm around him for support as the Shadowhawk led them out through the cell door and locked it behind him. They passed nobody as he hustled them as quickly as possible towards the roof exit.

      Both men struggled to climb the ladder set into the wall. Guilt and shame sickened him at the sight of their struggles. These men were hurt because of him, because the Falcons had wanted to retaliate. He hated himself for it, but he couldn’t stop either. He had to do something.

      “Stay low,” he murmured once they were on the roof. “Can’t afford anyone seeing us creeping around up here.”

      The first prisoner nodded, already in a crouch. The second was barely conscious. The Shadowhawk wrapped an arm around the second man’s waist, angling his body carefully so they didn’t get too close, and then he and the other prisoner lifted him to his feet.

      Forced to move in an awkward crouch, with the weight of an insensible man between them, they made painfully slow progress across a series of roofs before negotiating another ladder down to street level.

      Relief slackened his shoulders when they reached the darkness of the narrow alley. All around them was quiet. Dawn was still at least a full-turn away. The watch officer he bribed was on shift until then, so they still had some time before the alarm was raised.

      He and the first prisoner propped the second man against the alley wall. The Shadowhawk reached into his cloak, tugging out the small flask he kept hidden in his tunic. Carefully, he tipped some of its contents into the first prisoner’s mouth. The second man squatted nearby. He said nothing, gaze fixed on the Shadowhawk.

      A second later, the unconscious man coughed, spat. His eyes blinked open, still foggy, but awake. The Shadowhawk offered him another swallow of the spirits before tucking the flask away. “We’ve got a short walk ahead. Can you make it? I’d rather not look suspicious by having to carry you.”

      He coughed again, blinking. “I can do it.”

      The words were slightly slurred, but he was already clambering to his feet, leaning heavily on the wall for balance. “Thanks for getting us out.”

      The other prisoner spoke then. “We wouldn’t have been in there if not for you.”

      “I know,” the Shadowhawk said quietly. “Come on, we need to go.”

      He led the men—the injured prisoner stumbling every few steps—through more back streets until reaching a run-down house at the end of a dank alley. He’d used it before. Those inside provided food and shelter for the homeless in the area and any others in desperate need.

      Its owner also knew how to contact Saniya.

      Once the two men were well enough to move, they’d be funnelled to Saniya’s network. The Shadowhawk didn’t know where they went from there, or how, all he knew was that they disappeared from the city for good. It was safer for everyone that way. He rapped sharply on the door, pressed a bag of coin into each man’s hand, and left before they could say anything.

      His strides quickened as he moved down the alley—he didn’t want thanks or any other conversation, especially blame. The less anyone saw or knew of him the safer they’d be. Already their lives were ruined because of him. They’d have to live in hiding indefinitely, unable to return to their work or their normal lives until the WingGuard forgot about them, if ever.

      His hands curled in his pockets. He hated what they did so much, hated how they’d forced him into this.

      Thoughts busy, he took one step out into a main thoroughfare and froze. The night air prickled around him—where a moment earlier it had been cool and sharp now it felt heavier. He stared around him.

      Two fishermen walked towards the docks, chatting busily about the fog descending on the street and what it would mean for the day’s catch. From the opposite end of the street a merchant drove a cart laden with bottles of fresh milk and eggs toward him. Light shone from inside a shop on the other side of the street—a baker’s, if he remembered correctly.

      But there was something else.

      Slowly, carefully, he studied the pre-dawn darkness shrouding the area. His neck prickled as if something was out there. It was nothing like the breath of darkness he’d felt the other night, before finding that body, but even so...

      Eventually his gaze lingered on a shadowy corner in the overhang of a dark and closed millinery. The cart passed by. Nothing moved. No sound was audible.

      He shook his head. He was becoming paranoid. Who would be watching him? If the Falcons or Patrol had managed to track him from the prison, they’d be descending on him already, swords drawn.

      Even so, he was unsettled. He walked quickly back to the apartment, taking a deliberately long and complex route and locking the door securely behind him.

      

      Two full-turns later, once dawn had broken over the horizon, he walked the streets without hood, cloak or mask. Despite the unsettling experience earlier, he wanted to make sure the two prisoners had escaped cleanly and that any Falcon search didn’t come close to finding the house he’d left them at.

      As he passed the street leading down to the start of the wall walk, on his way to the Dock Quarter Patrol headquarters, he paused at the sight of Prince Cuinn’s new wing making their morning run down the wall. He’d heard talk of it, but never seen it in action.

      The foreigner led them, running easily, and the new guards trailed behind her, looking almost comfortable at the swift pace she was setting. The feeling of unease returned. Whatever Captain Dynan had been brought here to do, it remained a mystery. She must suspect by now that she’d been set up to fail, but she was still here, and seemed set on doing her job.

      His fear that she would bring extra attention to him so far hadn’t materialised. Even so, his gaze as he watched her remained wary. He shifted back into the shadows of a shopfront as they reached the bottom of the wall and ran past, the ex-Patrol captain barking orders for them to move faster.

      Her gaze scanned her surroundings watchfully, but she didn’t seem to be overly suspicious—just the habit of an experienced warrior. Sharp sapphire eyes swept over him as he pressed against the wall of the shop, just one of the many other unremarkable humans on the street, and he took a breath, holding it, until her gaze continued past.

      Then they were gone, circling the block before heading back up the wall. Despite himself, his gaze lingered long after they’d vanished from sight, worried and uncertain. After a moment, he shook himself out of his daze and began moving again. His focus was the two men he’d helped the night before—making sure they stayed safe. The foreigner and her new guard had nothing to do with him.

      He would make sure of it.
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      On the afternoon before the dinner, a knock came at Talyn's door just as she was getting out of a cold bath. Afternoon drill had been particularly exhausting in the thick Mithranan humidity. By the time she’d thrown on a robe and gone to answer the door, whoever it was had gone, leaving behind a bulky package wrapped in paper resting against the outside of the door.

      She picked it up and kicked the door shut behind her. Her fingers made quick work of the ties, and the paper fell open to reveal three sets of clothing.

      The new uniforms.

      Curious despite herself, she spread them out on her bed—a training uniform, general duties attire and a formal set. Her wing—the Wolves, now—had chosen charcoal grey and white for their colours. She liked the choice.

      The uniforms were beautiful, made by a skilled hand and from the finest cloth. Designed for the humid environment, the training uniform consisted only of a sleeveless cotton shirt in light grey and pants made from the same cotton in darker grey; loose, but only falling to just below the knees where the fabric gathered in around the calves. Right at the bottom of the package were a pair of black leather sandals—hardy and well made, but light.

      A dry chuckle escaped her. Her wing would be nice and cool in these, but good luck to them when they fell hard during training or their sparring partner got through their guard. Bruises and cuts would be a regular occurrence.

      The general use—for when they were on duty—and formal sets were less weather-appropriate. These included a sleeveless charcoal leather vest that fell halfway to the knees with a split down the front for ease of movement. Underneath the vest was a long-sleeved white cotton shirt. The breeches were fitted, but made from soft white cotton. The formal set had silver embroidery stitched into the outside of the legs and around the edges of the tunic. In the same package was a beautifully tooled weapons’ belt. A pair of matching boots in charcoal complemented the set, made from supple leather that laced to mid-calf.

      Neither of the tunics, or the shirt of the training uniform, had a sigil—the chests of each were bare. She’d seen the Acondor sigil on the Falcons plenty of times now, golden wings sprouting from a golden crown, but was unsurprised the Wolves had chosen not to wear it. However, a small image of a snarling wolf had been stitched out in dark blue thread on the bottom left corner of each tunic.

      Shaking her head, Talyn folded all the clothes back up and put them away in the bottom of her chest. Instead, she unpacked her formal Kingshield uniform from the bag sitting on the chair by the end of her bed.

      She polished her boots and laced them up over the black breeches, firmly ignoring how the layers instantly made her uncomfortably hot. Next she polished her sais until they shone. Finally, she braided her long black hair neatly then traced her fingers gently over the starred emblem in bright amber on her chest.

      Then she went to find her wing.

      

      The Wolves were standing in a neat row in the drill yard, awkward in their finery. Even the gruff Theac looked ill at ease, fingering his shirt cuffs and glaring at anybody who so much as glanced at him. Cuinn's tailor had done well though—the uniforms fitted each of them perfectly, from Halun's huge frame to Corrin's too-skinny one.

      Talyn greeted them with a smile. “You look great.”

      Zamaril gave her a sour look. “This is the most ridiculous thing I've ever worn. How am I supposed to remain inconspicuous in this?”

      “You're not a thief any more, Zamaril. You need to stand out—make it obvious that the prince has protection. It suits you.”

      “Tiercelin's the only one who looks good in this absurd get up,” he snapped.

      “You're just jealous because we look good in clothes,” Tiercelin retorted airily.

      Talyn couldn’t help but agree. The winged folk’s seemingly universal ethereal beauty made them stand apart from the humans. Their arrogance stemmed from that, and from their magic, she supposed. Tiercelin did look gorgeous, the grey and white uniform complementing his brown skin and grey wings perfectly.

      “I think you look very impressive, Captain,” Corrin said in his quiet voice.

      Halun grunted, yanking at his collar.

      “Can we get going, Captain?” Theac asked. “I feel like a prize fool standing around in this get up.”

      She shook her head. “No. The Falcon wanted us to wait here for him.”

      “Of course he does,” Zamaril said. “Humans aren’t competent enough to make their own way to places. They need guides.”

      “Zamaril,” Theac warned.

      They fell into awkward silence. Studying them, she quickly realised the other reason they were standing so uncomfortably. They’d begun basic weapons training, centred mainly around sword skills, but none of them were accustomed to carrying weapons yet.

      Theac didn’t seem to notice the axe hanging down his back—he preferred that to a sword in a fight, he’d told her, and she allowed it—but the other four kept shifting to adjust the weight of the swords at their waists. She was glad to see Corrin also had two knives sheathed in his belt.

      “When people are watching, you’re going to have to stop shifting about like you’ve got ants crawling up the insides of your legs,” she commented. “You’ll get used to the weight of those swords quickly.”

      Tiercelin flushed red and instantly stilled himself. Corrin looked startled, as if he hadn’t even realised what he was doing. Both Zamaril and Halun glared at the ground.

      They all jumped simultaneously when the gate creaked open. Booted footsteps sounded on the stone, and then Ravinire appeared, resplendent in WingGuard teal and scarlet, golden sigil gleaming on his chest.

      “I’ve come to escort you,” he said briskly, looking them over with grudging approval. “Are you ready, Captain?”

      “Yes, sir,” Talyn said, smiling approval at the way the Wolves immediately fell into an orderly line behind Theac. At least they’d learned to form a straight line in the past month, if nothing else. Ravinire’s eyebrows lifted in what looked like surprise but he said nothing as he led them away.

      Night was falling. As the light faded, glowing lamps blinked into existence along the walkways and bridges, and small coloured lights adorned the trees of the scattered gardens.

      It would be an amazing sight for any ship entering the bay. The artistic way the lights had been designed and placed gave the night a magical glow. It was utterly unlike Dock City at night, where darkness and unease seemed to fill any space and the few lights struggled in a losing battle against it.

      The building they were heading for was lit up more than the rest. Ravinire took them through a side entrance that emerged onto an upper balcony looking down over the room below.

      It was large, almost the size of their training yard, and luxuriously appointed. Sofas, lounges, chairs and rugs sparsely covered the floor, which was carpeted in a plush lilac. After a quick count, she estimated at least a hundred guests, probably more, reclining on backless couches or clustered in small groups talking.

      Food covered the tables along the edges of the room and human servants carried platters of drinks around. Others moved discreetly in and out, replacing whatever was eaten from the tables. The winged folk in the room didn’t even seem to notice they were there.

      “You never noticed the servants at the Ryathl palace when you spent time with your family there either,” Sari pointed out.

      “Yes, but that was…” She struggled to find the word. Different, yes. But that didn’t capture it entirely. Part of it was that when she was with her family, she was completely focused on putting forward a smiling, confident front, so they would think she was fine. Paying attention to anything else was out of the question. And the rest… well, it was just different in Mithranar. Still… “Maybe I should have.”

      She focused her attention back on her surroundings. Arched floor to ceiling windows allowed light from the setting sun to shine through, and several were open, so that the evening breeze filled the room, redolent with the scent of flowers and wine.

      “It's just started.” Ravinire spoke at her shoulder. “Prince Cuinn will be arriving any moment. He'll need an escort in.”

      “I know how to run a guard detail, sir,” Talyn said firmly. “You can leave us to it.”

      Ravinire nodded, stepping off the balcony and floating down into the room. Talyn turned to see all five members of her wing looking at her expectantly. She stifled a smile. Focused attention was a definite improvement on the sneers and attitude from her first few weeks with them. A knot of tension she hadn’t realised was there uncoiled slightly.

      “Tiercelin, do you know the entrance Prince Cuinn will use?”

      “Yes. I’ve been to plenty of these things before.” He made a face. “They’re so boring. We’re not going to have to stand and watch all night are we?”

      She gave him a hard look. “You and Theac will escort the prince inside. Once he’s inside, your job is to stand guard by the main entrance with the other Falcons for the evening. Keep your back straight, don’t fidget, and don’t leave your post for any reason unless the prince comes under attack.” She looked at her second. “You know what to do, Theac.”

      “Aye.” He bowed his head, then he and Tiercelin exited through the door they had just come through. The winged man gave a long-suffering sigh as he left.

      Talyn turned to the other three. “We’ll be monitoring the area to make sure it remains secure. Zamaril?”

      The thief had been pulling at the stiff collar around his neck, but when Talyn spoke he dropped his hands and looked at her. “What?” he snapped, surly.

      “You can drop the attitude for a start,” she said tartly. “I want you to think like a thief—go outside and study the building, discover the most likely place for any assassin to get in, then report back to me.”

      “How should I know where an assassin would come in?”

      “Pretend you wanted to break in here and steal something valuable in the middle of the dinner.” She kept her voice sharp. “I’m getting sick of doing this dance with you, Zamaril.”

      “I’ll do it,” he muttered. “Where will I find you when I'm done?”

      “I’ll be here.”

      Zamaril slipped out the door, and Talyn turned her attention below, studying the guests. The attention of the entire room shifted to the main doorway when a slim winged woman entered. That, more than the richness of her clothing and the size of her retinue, told Talyn this must be the queen of Mithranar.

      Sarana Acondor was a daunting figure, tall and beautiful, her long blonde hair turning silver with age. From so high up, Talyn couldn’t see her in much more detail, but those closest to her kept darting glances her way, as if awaiting an order and ready to carry it out instantly. The queen held them in the palm of her hand, yet seemed utterly unaware of it at the same time.

      A winged man crossed the room to greet the queen. He was tall also, with a powerful build, dark hair and ebony wings that glimmered bronze in the glow of dusk. People moved out of the way when he walked, some of them not even seeming to realise what they were doing.

      “The prince of night,” Corrin murmured as he came to her side. Halun stepped up on her other side, a silent but solid presence. His gaze mirrored hers—scanning the room below.

      She turned, lifting a questioning eyebrow at Corrin.

      “It’s what they call Prince Mithanis. The queen’s eldest son,” he clarified, then straightened slightly and pointed. “And the second son, Prince Azrilan. The prince of games.”

      The prince of games was slighter, not as tall, but just as dark-haired as his eldest brother. His charcoal wings rustled as he too crossed the room to greet his mother, though he was careful to let Mithanis speak first, and his gaze constantly flicked to his elder brother, just like the queen’s attendants did with her.

      “Games?” Talyn asked, half-distracted by the interplay between the royal family. It was nothing like she was accustomed to. There was no natural ease there, no slight relaxing at being in each other’s presence. Instead there was watchfulness and a hint of unease.

      “He’s a master at any game you could think of, but particularly cards. It’s his favourite pastime.” Corrin shrugged. “At least, that’s what I’ve heard. He probably gets it from his father—the Montagni love gambling.”

      “These winged folk do like their ostentation and fancy titles, don’t they?”

      “And the prince of song,” Corrin murmured.

      Halun straightened a little beside her. Her eyes shifted to where Cuinn was walking through the door, flanked by Theac and Tiercelin, and surrounded by a gaggle of pretty winged women. Almost as one, his mother and two brothers turned at his entrance, their gaze focusing on him from across the room. Cuinn seemed unaware of their regard.

      He left his two guards by the door and entered the room with the women. As always he was impeccably dressed—tonight in an open ivory jacket over a deep violet shirt and pants, tailored to perfectly fit every inch of him. The sandals on his bare feet flashed with some kind of jewellery, as did the cuffs of his shirt.

      One of his companions, a slim blonde woman with green wings, slipped her arm through his. He flashed her a lazy smile. Talyn scanned the room to see how the attendees responded to Cuinn’s entrance. Maybe here she could get a clue of whether he truly faced any danger.

      There was nothing of note. The women, and not a few of the men, in the room watched him with varying degrees of interest, some more overtly than others, but there were others—those she recognised from the way they carried themselves as probably amongst the high nobility—who completely ignored the youngest prince. Their attention was almost fully occupied by the queen and the eldest prince.

      There was nothing there that made her uneasy or raised her suspicions. Ravinire claimed there were no specific threats from outside the citadel. She’d not yet identified any—to Cuinn, at least—from the inside. On the surface, it seemed as if the crown’s request for her presence simply to improve the skill of their WingGuard was all there was to it.

      Except instead of having her train the WingGuard, she’d been tasked to build a new wing for Prince Cuinn’s protection. Was Ravinire just testing her skill before letting her train his soldiers? Or was there more to it?

      “I think there’s more to it,” Sari murmured.

      “I agree.” If that was all there was to it, then how did two Callanan potentials end up in a cell together the day she was choosing soldiers for her wing? She refused to believe that was coincidence. And there was still the question of why they’d requested a Kingshield now. Ravinire hadn’t provided a satisfactory answer on that score. She turned to Corrin. Maybe she could start with the rest of the royals. “Why such names for the princes?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “Prince Mithanis is the most powerful winged folk born in generations. He’s got warrior and song magic, and he’s known for being a skilled and vicious fighter. Because of that, along with his dark wings and hair, well, I suppose people just thought ‘prince of night’ stuck, and he’s never dissuaded it. Prince Azrilan loves to play, as I said. And Prince Cuinn, well, he only has song magic, but it’s powerful. I’ve heard that hearing him sing is a once in a lifetime experience.”

      “Sure, that makes sense. But why the names at all?”

      “Well, the queen is an only child, so was her father. But now we have three princes, only one of whom can become king. Giving them nicknames increased the theatrics of it all, I suppose. Something to entertain them.”

      A loud grunt from Halun on her other side gave her a solid idea of what he thought of that.

      She frowned. “Doesn’t Prince Mithanis become king?”

      “That’s not how it works here.” Corrin shook his head. “The ruling monarch chooses their heir, along with input from the five most powerful noble families—they form what’s called the Queencouncil.”

      Talyn turned back to the room below, eyes falling on Cuinn. Maybe that was the answer she’d been looking for—she’d just assumed there was only a slim chance he’d ever ascend the throne because he was the third born. His revelation that he was illegitimate had only deepened that assumption.

      “Of course, nobody truly expects it to be anyone but Prince Mithanis.” Corrin dispelled her new theory a second after it had formed. “He’s far and away the most powerful of the three, and that’s traditionally what decides things. From the gossip I’ve heard in Dock City, the noble families are too afraid of Prince Mithanis to even think about advising the queen to pick Prince Azrilan. And none of them would consider Prince Cuinn.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m not entirely certain, Captain.” Corrin cocked his head. “We humans aren’t really privy to the details of royal court machinations, but ask anyone and they’ll tell you the same thing. Maybe it’s because nobody knows who his father is—the queen has always refused to name him, and so the assumption is that he wasn’t from a strong family; he might not even have been noble. Or maybe it’s just because he does nothing but drink and party.” A hint of contempt edged Corrin’s voice.

      Theory ruined, Talyn dismissed her thoughts. It was time to turn her focus back to this event and ensuring Cuinn’s security. She was about to send Halun looking for Zamaril—he should have been back by now—when there was movement in the corner of the room.

      A small group of winged folk were gathering on a raised platform. One of them held a guitar in his hands, and the other a flute. The queen crossed to her youngest son, taking his arm and murmuring in his ear.

      Cuinn nodded and disentangled himself from the three women who were sharing a couch with him. As soon as people saw him move towards the musicians, all eyes turned that way. Talyn did a sweep of the guards. They were all looking with anticipation at the same thing, including Tiercelin. Theac was at his side, scowl firmly in place.

      “Why is everyone so interested in Prince Cuinn all of a sudden?” she asked Corrin and Halun.

      “I don’t know.” Zamaril chose that moment to re-appear. “But I overheard the Falcons outside talking. It seems like everyone wants to be assigned guard duty for these events when Prince Cuinn is attending.”

      “Did you survey the area?” she asked.

      He nodded. “There are four possible entrances aside from the main one. I’d only use two of them—the others are too open and it would be easy to be spotted trying to sneak in.”

      “Take Halun and Corrin.” She glanced at them. “You'll keep watch on one entrance each. When you’ve shown them, come back here, Zamaril. I want your eyes. You know what to look out for.”

      “What if someone tries to get in the entrance I’m guarding?” Corrin looked startled by her order.

      “Call me,” Halun said unexpectedly. “I’ll help you.”

      She gave the young man a reassuring look. “Yell for all you’re worth, then remember those knives on your belt and what you can do with them.”

      “Aye, Captain.” Looking only marginally reassured, Corrin followed Halun and Zamaril out.

      The musicians started playing then, breaking into a merry, rollicking tune that had Talyn pushing away the impulse to tap her fingers against the railing. The music spread throughout the open space, cheerful and bright. The chatter of conversation elsewhere in the room faded slowly, and almost everyone edged a little closer to the corner.

      Once he knew he had the full attention of the room, Cuinn stepped up to the platform and sat behind a beautifully carved and painted harpsichord. His fingers ran lightly over the keys and then he glanced back to the musicians.

      Without a word being exchanged between them, the music they were playing changed, moving into a deep, haunting melody. There was almost a collective intake of breath throughout the room as the audience clearly recognised the music. A hush of anticipation fell over the space.

      A little smile crossed Cuinn’s face, and his fingers began moving on the harpsichord, the instrument’s clear sound joining that of the fiddle and flute behind him in perfect harmony.

      Then he opened his mouth to sing.

      Talyn had never heard such a voice. She was so entranced by the richness and beauty of it that it took her a few moments to begin paying attention to the lyrics of the song.

      
        
        Long ago in the dusk we came

        Mithranar through the cold and rain

        Forest dark, horrors untold

        The night is full and will test your soul

        The night favours only the bold

      

      

      Cuinn sang of the history of the winged folk, of their arrival in Mithranar. How they’d faced the terrors of the forest, how they’d needed to band together and fight for their right to live in their new home. And as he sang his magic swept through the notes of the music—haunting and melancholy at the words describing their desperate struggle for survival, then soaring into pride and joy as the song spoke of the construction of the citadel, of its beauty and splendour.

      
        
        We remember all those we lost

        Feathers bright they will not be forgot

        Our citadel shines golden and true

        For all time. For all time

      

      

      The prince of song.

      This was his magic. It unfolded like a flower as he sang, enveloping everyone in the room. She felt every single emotional beat of the song, as if each emotion were hers alone, her struggle, her triumph, her pride and fear.

      
        
        As one, dear heart, as one

        We fly as one

        The wind will guide us home

        To glory under the sun

        All glory under the sun

      

      

      Every single guest stood entranced. Most had tears in their eyes, others were holding tightly to each other. All the guards had forgotten their duties, the entirety of their attention on the prince sitting at the harpsichord, eyes closed as he made the most beautiful music Talyn had ever heard. Even Theac was staring, the scowl on his face softened to something like wonder.

      Cuinn's voice soared into the pinnacle of the song, until its very essence vibrated through the air, almost too powerful to be endured. As it reached its peak, hovering in beautiful melody, something inside Talyn eased. For the very first time in two years her despair ebbed away and the constricting weight of grief on her chest was gone.

      She took a single, deep breath, shoulders straightening and tears welling in her eyes.

      In that moment she felt whole again.

      Then, slowly and gently, the music faded away and the song was over. A collective sigh echoed through the room. The tendrils of her depression came sinking back through her as he let go of the magic holding them all.

      “They say he’s the most powerful song mage ever born,” Zamaril muttered. “Still… I had no idea.”

      She started as she realised Zamaril was standing beside her, mouth open, face entranced. She'd been so engrossed in the song, she hadn’t been paying any attention to her surroundings, let alone the room. She flushed hotly and scrubbed at her still wet eyes.

      Below, Cuinn’s gaze shifted, a slight frown on his face. A moment later it landed on her, high above him. The expression in his eyes seemed to indicate concern, rather than the amused contempt that was usually written there, as if he could feel her emotion.

      Which he probably could.

      Instantly she straightened up, slamming her emotions down deep and quickly tugging back her cool mask and well-practiced self-control. A moment later his gaze shifted away from her, face breaking into a smile as one of his companions came over to murmur something in his ear.

      “He's not going to sing another one.” The disappointment in Zamaril's voice was acute, and Talyn felt an echo of it herself as Cuinn stood up from behind the harpsichord, offered a languid wave to the musicians, then returned to the women he'd been entertaining.

      “Go and check on Halun and Corrin, make sure they’ve seen nothing of concern,” she barked at the thief, the sharpness of her voice covering up her guilt and frustration.

      Several assassins could have entered the room and gotten all the way to Cuinn without any of them noticing during that song. And once they’d gotten that close, she’d never have reached him in time to save him.

      Despair slid through her. Her focus had slipped because she’d been overwhelmed. By the aching grief that was still so acute.

      She took in a deep, shuddering breath. Cuinn was still alive, nothing had happened.

      Tomorrow she’d speak to the Wolves about losing their focus next time Cuinn sang at one of these events. She’d come up with a strategy to manage how his magic affected them.

      One step at a time.
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      Eventually it was over. Talyn dismissed the Wolves after assigning Tiercelin and Corrin to escort Cuinn back to his rooms. If she had her way, he would have guards surrounding his tower all night, but they simply didn’t have enough men for that yet, and besides, the prince didn’t want it. She wondered when Ravinire was going to push the point with Cuinn… if he ever would.

      If Ravinire was testing her, well, she’d yet to prove anything to him.

      As she walked along an open walkway in the direction of her room, still unsettled by what Cuinn’s magic had done to her, she caught a flicker of shadow out of the corner of her eye and stopped. A shiver ran down her back. Subconsciously, her right hand reached for the hilt of one of the sais at her back.

      A deep breath.

      For the first time since she’d arrived at the citadel, the darkness of night held a hint of menace. She wasn’t sure if it was her imagination, or if it was simple instinct, but a warning thrill of danger brushed across her senses.

      Her heart jumped as footsteps sounded coming towards her. Fast.

      Movement flickered again in her peripheral vision, and this time she swung quickly enough to catch the outline of a figure moving across a rooftop in the distance. It vanished almost as quickly as she spotted it, but she was confident she hadn’t been imagining things. The footsteps came closer, and suddenly Theac’s stories about wild, unnatural creatures in the forest below came into her mind.

      Fear tingled. She forced it away and calmed her mind in a quick, well-practiced move.

      Her sais were halfway out of their sheaths when the owner of the footsteps appeared.

      Theac.

      He stumbled to a halt at the sight of her, of the sais glinting in the nearby light of a lamp, what must be the readiness in her stance to attack. It didn’t take him long to steady though, gaze shifting from her sais to her face. “I was hoping to catch up with you. I’m uneasy, Captain.”

      “Me too. I...” she began, then, too far away to make out clearly, she saw two more figures, hanging from the railing of a walkway under the same roof. As her eyes strained to try and make out more detail, they clambered over the rail and disappeared into the shadows wherever the walkway led. A quick scan of her mental map of the citadel—they were heading in the direction of the main Falcon barracks.

      Which was near the quarters of the queen and her two elder sons.

      “Get back to the barracks!” She spun, voice urgent. “Wake the others. Arm yourselves and get to Prince Cuinn’s quarters right away!”

      “What is it?” Theac’s hand reached for his axe.

      “Just go,” she barked. “And be quick!”

      Her second didn’t need telling twice. He turned and ran for the barracks. Talyn moved in the opposite direction, breaking into a run, heading straight for Cuinn’s tower. As she did so, alarm bells began pealing throughout the palace.

      Her heart thudded in her chest, anxiety twisting inside her. It took her wind away, made her legs burn with the effort of running. She couldn’t fail again, not the first time she’d tried since—

      The breath rasped in her throat as she forced her body into a sprint, pushing herself faster, faster. Within moments, she burst out of a pair of double doors and onto the swaying bridge leading across to Cuinn’s tower. Someone was already there, a darkly cloaked figure, face covered by a hood.

      “Reckless, Tal.” Sari’s voice whispered through her mind. And she was. In her panic, she’d come sprinting into potential danger without even taking stock of her surroundings. The figure on the bridge stiffened as she appeared, and a flash of metal glinted silver in the moonlight.

      More than a year since she’d been in a fight, and yet her body responded as if it were only yesterday.

      Extended at a full run, she had no time to stop or swerve. Instead, she dived out over the railing of the bridge just as a knife hissed through the air where her head had been a moment earlier. She rolled in the air, free falling a few meters before reaching out to grab the railing of the nearest balcony.

      Her arms and shoulders jarred, but she let go before the force was too strong, and falling again, she twisted out wide, flipping gracefully and angling her body towards a balcony lower down. She landed in a crouch, one palm slapping into the ground for balance.

      Then she went still.

      Her heart raced, body tingling and alive with adrenalin. A moment later she was on her feet, swinging onto the railing, and then leaping for the balcony above. Her fingers just caught the edge of it, and she brought her legs up, catapulting herself up and over before rolling into the shadows.

      She looked up. The bridge to Cuinn’s rooms wasn’t far above now, the cloaked figure still there but now moving, peering over the railing, presumably looking for her. She remained still, hidden in the darkness of the balcony, until whoever it was straightened and moved back from the edge.

      After waiting another full minute to ensure he didn’t reappear, she climbed onto the railing and leapt upwards, using every bit of Callanan ability she had. It was just far enough. Her fingers scrabbled for a moment, then gripped the drainpipe on the outside of Cuinn’s tower she’d been aiming for.

      Taking a moment to catch her breath, she then shimmied up the drainpipe, moving ever closer to the underside of the bridge. Once she judged she was close enough, she braced her legs against the wall, pushed off hard and leapt up again, twisting mid-air.

      Her jump took her above the height of the bridge and her searching gaze quickly found the cloaked figure on the bridge. Mid-flight, she pulled out her sai. It swung as she came down, slamming its hilt into the hooded head as her feet dropped. He crumpled without a sound.

      She dropped to her knees, adrenalin and the unaccustomed energy she’d just used in those leaps making her momentarily lightheaded.

      “Cuinn.” Sari’s voice prompted her to push through the weakness.

      Ignoring her trembling muscles, she shifted over to the prone body, giving him a good shake to make sure he was unconscious. Then, she took a deep, steadying breath, sheathed her sai, and ran for the tower door.

      She shouldered it open without thought, only just catching the glint of a blade as it flew for her head. Desperately, she ducked aside so that the thrown knife flew past her face and out over the side of the bridge. “Shit!” she swore, freezing momentarily as a sharp burst of fear went through her.

      “Calm down, Talyn!” Sari’s voice was sharp.

      Someone echoed her curse, and then came the bright flare of flint igniting. Tiercelin stood with the prince in a corner of the room.

      “I’m sorry,” Corrin stuttered in horror, pale face illuminated by the lamp he’d just lit. “I thought someone was coming to attack the prince.”

      She was jittery, too much adrenalin, too much strength drained from her muscles. Her mind wasn’t as clear as it needed to be. Barging in like that had been stupid.

      Focus. She’d trained for this.

      “Don’t be sorry.” Talyn forced her voice to crispness and crossed the room to the windows. “You have excellent reflexes—that was my fault. Help me get these drapes closed. If there are any archers outside, I don’t want them having a clean shot into this room.”

      “You think there are archers outside?” Tiercelin’s voice shot up an octave in alarm, yet he didn’t hesitate in moving towards the windows.

      “We have to prepare for the possibility,” she said. “Have you seen anyone out there?”

      “No. We escorted the prince back here, and just as we were about to leave the alarms sounded, so we stayed,” Corrin answered. He was taking a good look out each window as he closed the curtains. The fingers of his left hand tapped nervously against the knife in his belt. “The garden below is empty.”

      “Somebody was out there.” She glanced back at the door. “Whoever it was tried to kill me on my way in. Theac’s gone for Halun and Zamaril.” Now that the interior of the room was invisible to anybody outside, Talyn turned to the prince. “Are you all right, Your Highness?”

      “I’m fine,” he said, silver-white wings rustling in what she thought might be irritation. “But I’d like to know what’s going on. What do you mean someone out there tried to kill you?”

      “I was going back to my room when I saw at least three strangers in dark clothes scrambling across a nearby rooftop. I came straight here, only to literally run into a man standing out there on the bridge. He’s unconscious now, but I’ve no idea how many other intruders there might be or what they’re after.”

      The prince lifted an eyebrow. “How exactly did he get unconscious?”

      “He attacked me,” she said flatly. “That rarely ends well for people.”

      “Were the men you saw heading this way, Captain?” Corrin asked.

      “No.” She shook her head. “But that doesn’t mean there aren’t others.”

      “So now we’re being invaded I suppose?” Cuinn dropped onto his sofa with an exaggerated sigh. “Dear me, Captain, but you sound awfully paranoid. You probably just saw some winged folk too drunk to use their wings properly trying to get back to their rooms. There was a party tonight, remember?”

      “With respect, Your Highness, if that’s the case, then why are the alarm bells ringing?”

      Talyn shot a surprised glance at Tiercelin. His words had been deferential, but firm.

      Cuinn scowled. “Ravinire’s as overly paranoid as your captain seems to be. Nobody is coming to kill me.”

      “Do you want me to go out and look around?” Corrin asked bravely. Both he and Tiercelin ignored the prince and looked to her. She wasn’t sure whether that was a testament to growing trust in her, or a reflection of their attitude towards Cuinn. She suspected it was the latter.

      “No.” In the past she’d be out there, hunting, chasing the danger rather than let it come to her. But she was Kingshield now. It was her responsibility to stay and protect. She wasn’t sure she liked the change. “Our job is the prince’s safety. We’ll stay here with him till Theac gets here with Halun and Zamaril. Then we can secure the area.”

      “Maybe we should go up to the bedroom,” Corrin suggested hesitantly. “It’s on the next level, but there’s only one window in there and a single interior door to guard.”

      “How exactly do you know what my bedroom looks like, human?” Cuinn questioned.

      “Good thought.” Talyn nodded. Her turn to ignore the prince. “I—”

      A knock at the door cut her off.

      They all froze until Theac’s voice barked out. “It’s me.”

      She gestured silently for Tiercelin and Corrin to take the prince upstairs, and waited till they were gone before going to the door and answering it. Theac stood there, axe drawn. It was hard to read his expression in the darkness, but his voice was calm when he spoke. “Who’s that?” He gestured to the unconscious man.

      “Don’t know. Attacked me with a knife though,” she said quietly. “Come in.”

      Halun and Zamaril followed him inside. The big man had left his sword behind, instead clenching a wooden club. He seemed as steady as Theac. In contrast Zamaril was pale, no trace of his usual smirk on his face. Despite that, he held the sword in his hand steadily, exactly as he’d been taught. The beginnings of pride flickered in her.

      “I ran into the Falcon on the way,” Theac said. “He wasn’t sure what had triggered the alarms, but he told us to stay with Prince Cuinn. He’ll assign some Falcons to secure the outside of the tower and let us know as soon as it’s safe.”

      “Good.” She thought for a moment, mind running through Kingshield procedure. “There are four floors and three entrances to this tower, so let’s make sure we cover each one until the WingGuard get here,” she said. “Zamaril, there’s a roof entrance on the top floor, that’s your job. Halun, you tie up our unconscious man on the bridge so he doesn’t try anything if he wakes up, then leave him there and guard this front door from the inside. Theac, you watch the windows and garden entrance on the lower level. I will stay close to the prince up in the bedroom.”

      She had to hope that Ravinire would hurry securing the tower. She could only rely on herself and Theac to fight effectively if they were attacked. The others were still far too new in their training. Danger prickled under her skin, threatening to send her self-doubt into crippling paralysis. She’d been caught out unawares and barely avoided being killed.

      She wasn’t in fighting sharpness. She’d been lulled by the lack of obvious danger in Mithranar and a year away from battle. It took a few moments for her to realise the others had left and she was standing alone in the too-hot room. She swallowed, hating that her grip on her sai was slick with sweat.

      “Reacting is never a good way to face a threat,” Sari’s voice echoed. “But dwelling on that won’t help and you’re doing fine so far. Stick with Prince Cuinn until more Falcons arrive.”

      Taking a firm grip on reason, Talyn climbed the stairs to the bedroom and sent Tiercelin and Corrin back down to join Theac and Halun on the lower floors.

      She automatically scanned the room, noting with approval that her two Wolves had drawn the drapes close together over the windows and lit only a single lamp. Cuinn sat in a chair by one window, sprawled out comfortably, bored expression firmly in place. He was drinking from a tumbler half full of dark-coloured spirits. A massive bed sat in the centre of the room, covered in a thick doona. At its foot was an ornate chest, and an archway to her right led to a narrow space full of clothing. Near the window was a smaller version of the harpsichord he’d played earlier in the night.

      Despite the size of the bed, the instrument and the chest, there was still plenty of open space in the palatial area. She thought her entire guest room might fit in it.

      “Like what you see?” Cuinn inquired.

      “I’d like for you to go and stand in that clothing closet for a moment,” she said. “While I take a quick look out the window.”

      Surprisingly, he did as she asked without comment, though he did heave an overly dramatic sigh as he passed her. She padded over to the drapes and pulled them a fraction away from the glass. The alarms had stopped ringing a few moments earlier, and now an eerie silence filled the night.

      Outside, the dim outline of the garden below was visible. She tensed as a shadow flickered, but then realised it was only a tree branch moving in the breeze. She stared till her eyes were straining but saw nothing to concern her.

      “Anything?” Cuinn's voice in her ear made her almost jump through the roof. She swore before she could stop herself, then forced her body to calm.

      “No,” she said tightly. “Could you please stay away from the window?”

      “Your man guarding the roof, what's his name? The thief?” Cuinn frowned. “He's terrified. I can feel it from here.”

      “Zamaril?”

      “Yes.” Cuinn's face was a mask of concentration, half hidden by the hair that fell like a curtain over the right side of his face. “He's spent his whole life hiding in the shadows, you see, running and hiding from danger. That's how a thief lives. Now he has to sit up there and confront the danger. He can’t run and hide, like he's used to. That scares him to the core.”

      “You can understand his emotions, as well as read them?” Talyn stared at him, astonished despite herself and the situation. “That's an amazing gift.”

      “Far from a gift, Captain, his emotions are irritating.” He sighed and dropped back into the chair, picking up his drink. “Could you do something about it, please?”

      At least he said please. She nodded and checked the windows again. Nothing out there. “If you want me to deal with Zamaril, then you need to move into the closet. I’m not leaving you alone in here sitting right by the unlocked windows anyone could climb through.”

      “Fine.” Taking the drink with him, he tucked his wings behind him and stepped into the closet.

      Ensuring he was out of sight from both the windows and anyone glancing in from the hallway, she went to leave.

      “You may want to tamp down on that annoyance of yours too.” His voice drifted from the closet. “It’s giving me a headache.”

      Biting back her scowl, she headed out of the room and up the stairs.

      

      Zamaril was sitting on the top floor, back against the wall, eyes trained on the entrance—a trapdoor through from the roof. A thick bolt had been slid across the opening from the inside. Nothing short of a battering ram was going to get through, but even so he was pale, face covered in a sheen of sweat.

      “Everything all quiet up here?” she asked.

      Zamaril started violently at her words, then relaxed a little when he saw who it was. He gave her a jerky nod.

      “How are you doing?” she asked, moving to sit cross-legged beside him. Zamaril may be rude and smug at the best of times, but in his face she saw an echo of the panic that had descended upon her only moments earlier. It wasn’t something she could ignore in someone else.

      “I'm terrified.” His voice shook, words laced with bitterness. “How am I supposed to be a Wolf when I'm scared all the time? This isn’t me. I don’t know why you picked me.”

      Talyn rested her head back against the wall, keeping her voice light. “My mother taught me something once. She's a warrior too, one of the Callanan,” she said, a smile coming to her face at the thought of her mother. “She told me that courage isn't about not being scared. Courage is about being absolutely terrified, and still going forward.”

      He scoffed.

      “Really,” she insisted.

      “You don’t look scared.” He looked away.

      “That’s just because I’ve had a lot more experience in managing my fear.” She hesitated, eyes firmly fixed on the bolted trapdoor, but not really seeing it. Instead her gaze was filled with the memory of a thick forest and a body on the ground, green cloak tangled underneath it. “You asked me before how I knew what true fear was like. Every time I’ve fought before, I had...” Even now she couldn’t say it aloud. Had to clear her throat before she could continue. “But things changed, and tonight is the first time I’ve faced a fight alone. I was scared. I’m still scared. I’m not even certain I can ever be what I was before. But right now it’s my job to keep Prince Cuinn safe, so I pushed my fear away and I focused on my job.”

      A heavy silence sat between them. Then Zamaril shifted slightly, his shoulders straightening against the wall. “What happened?” he asked softly. Stripped of its cockiness and contempt, the thief’s voice was a pleasant drawl.

      She stared at her hands. “Maybe one day I’ll be strong enough to tell you the story.”

      He nodded, accepting that, and she stood. “What matters to me is that you're here, Zamaril, and haven’t run off, despite how scared you are.”

      He gave another short nod, gaze returning to the entrance. Talyn climbed back down the spiral stairs, nodding at Tiercelin and Halun who stood by the front door.

      “Tiercelin, go and keep Zamaril company. He's getting bored. I think Halun can handle anybody trying to get through the front door.”

      The winged man rolled his eyes—he and Zamaril remained extremely reluctant wing mates—but Talyn gripped his arm as he turned to go. “Don’t forget he’s part of your wing. If twenty assassins come through that door, he’ll be fighting at your shoulder, whether you like him or not.”

      Tiercelin sighed, nodded, and headed up the stairs.

      

      Cuinn was leaning against the archway to the closet when Talyn returned. His head came up the moment she appeared. “This is ridiculous,” he began. “Ravinire should have us secured by now. It's not good enough that I'm expected to sit around in the dark like this.”

      She went back over to the window, glanced outside. The garden remained dark and empty, the night sky clear. “I'm sure the Falcon is working as quickly as possible.”

      He snorted, brushing past her as he returned to his chair. “Well, at least you did something about Zamaril. His panic has dropped from overwhelming to manageable.” He paused. “What did you say? He was very scared.”

      “I told him that courage wasn't about not being scared, it was about being scared and doing something anyway.”

      Cuinn flashed her a grin. The son of a bitch looked amused. “Would it surprise you to know that I'm not afraid right now?”

      “No. You've convinced yourself that there's no reason anyone would come after you. Therefore, you don’t believe you're in any danger.”

      “You're clever, Captain Dynan.”

      To that, she said nothing, turning her back on his snort of laughter and taking another look out the window. Still nothing. She wished Ravinire would hurry up.

      “Why did your Kingshield send you here?”

      She stared at him, window forgotten. He sounded genuinely curious, which meant he didn’t know. “Somebody here requested it. Your mother, I assume.”

      “Don’t look at me.” He shrugged. “I had nothing to do with it.”

      “You don’t find that odd?”

      He grinned again, clearly having worked out how much it annoyed her. “I have very little to do with the workings of Mithranar, Captain. I prefer to be bored as infrequently as possible.”

      Refusing to be baited, Talyn went to the doorway, checking that the hall outside was clear. Where was Ravinire? Returning her attention to Cuinn, she leaned against the doorframe, a pose that looked casual but gave her a view of both the hallway and the windows, and injected curiosity into her voice. Maybe she could take this opportunity to learn more about the prince. “I heard you have a different father to your brothers. Who was yours?”

      A lazy grin spread over his face. “No idea.”

      She lifted an eyebrow. “Hasn’t your mother told you?”

      “I’ve never cared much either way about my father.” He shrugged. “And as far as I know, she never told anyone who he was. He died when I was young, apparently.”

      Increasing interest tore her attention away from the hallway. Cuinn’s father had been a Dumnorix. Why had he died so young?

      “The better question is why the queen kept his identity a secret?”

      “It might just have been because she took him as her lover without marrying him.”

      “That doesn’t seem to be much of a big deal here.” Sari sounded dubious.

      Good point. “How did he die?” she asked Cuinn.

      “I think she said something about a fever. I wasn’t paying a lot of attention at the time.”

      That didn’t sound right. “A fever? And your magical healers couldn’t help him?”

      The prince let out a long-suffering sigh, his head falling back against the chair. “I assume it was a bad fever. Either way, he was never in my life. What does it matter who he was or how he died?”

      A knock at the front entrance below interrupted before she could push further. “Stay where you are,” she said, leaving the room.

      It was Ravinire. Halun was opening the door to him and four of his Falcons as Talyn came down the stairs. Without a word to her, the Falcons dispersed throughout the tower.

      “The situation has been contained,” Ravinire said. “Three intruders were trying to get into one of our barracks storerooms—we're not sure why. We interrupted them in the attempt, but they all escaped. The palace is now secure, and we've doubled the Falcon guard. If you and your wing want to get some rest, my men will stay here to watch the tower until morning.”

      Talyn nodded, concealing her doubt. Three intruders went to all the effort of infiltrating the palace just to break into a barracks storeroom? That seemed unlikely. “Are you sure it was just the three intruders?”

      “A thorough search of the area found nobody else.”

      “What about the man outside?”

      Ravinire raised his eyebrows. “There’s nobody out there.”

      She couldn’t help the glance behind him through the open door—the bridge was empty. “I was attacked attempting to enter the tower earlier. I managed to contain the threat, but we had no spare resources to watch him. Last we saw, he was unconscious on the bridge outside.” She hesitated. “That makes at least four intruders, sir.”

      For the first time since she’d met him, Ravinire’s impassive demeanour shifted, something like unease flickering across his face. “Are you saying one of these intruders tried to enter Prince Cuinn’s rooms?”

      “I’m not sure, actually, sir,” she said. “When I arrived, he appeared to be keeping a lookout, not trying to get in. As soon as I dispatched him and entered Prince Cuinn’s tower, there were no further attempts to gain entrance that we could tell.”

      “All right, we’ll do another search of the area around this tower.” He rubbed his forehead, the only sign her information disconcerted him. His voice was brisk and unconcerned. “Get some rest, Captain.”

      She hesitated. Ravinire looked impatient to be gone, but she had a lot more questions for him. “Can we speak further in the morning, sir?”

      “I’ll send a messenger for you when I have the time.” He nodded. “Good job tonight, Captain.”

      Ravinire departed. Theac, Corrin, Tiercelin and Zamaril appeared from above and below and she quickly relayed Ravinire’s news. “You did excellent work this evening,” she told them. “Go on back to the barracks and get some sleep. Tomorrow morning we’ll review tonight’s events and identify areas where we can do better next time.”

      Tiercelin’s wings rustled. “I might just go up and let Prince Cuinn know what’s happening, if that’s okay, Captain?”

      “Sure.” She waved him on. It saved her from having to talk to the prince again. “Theac, can I have a moment?”

      The Wolves dispersed without further comment. Now that the adrenalin had faded, they looked tired and worn. Corrin’s hands were shaking, and Zamaril’s gaze hadn’t left the ground, even as he walked away. Halun tailed behind, silent as always.

      Talyn fell into step beside Theac as they followed the others over the bridge, relaying to him what she’d told Ravinire.

      He frowned. “So you don’t think he was trying to get in?”

      “That’s not the impression I got. When I ran out onto the bridge, he was facing towards me, not the tower door. Obviously he was ready to fight, because he threw that knife at me pretty quick, but I don’t think he was trying to get in.”

      “Almost like he was watching the door? That doesn’t make sense, Captain,” Theac muttered. “None of what happened tonight makes any sense. Three intruders break into the palace and go straight for a barracks storeroom while one hangs out on the bridge leading to Prince Cuinn’s tower?”

      “I agree.” She sighed. “Hopefully the Falcon will have some more information for me tomorrow.”

      They reached the junction where Theac needed to turn off to head to the barracks. He stopped and cleared his throat. “I thought they did well enough tonight, Captain.”

      “Agreed,” she said. “Zamaril was terrified, though. Prince Cuinn sent me up there to try and calm him down, his emotions were that strong. Despite his terror he stuck around, and I didn’t expect that.”

      “If he runs, he’s got nowhere to go,” Theac pointed out.

      “I’m not forcing anyone to be here,” she said sharply.

      “I know that’s not your intention, Captain, but we’ve got nowhere else to go. That pretty much gives us no choice but to be here.”

      “Maybe.” She nodded. “But I’m not the reason none of you have another choice.”

      “That doesn’t mean a thing,” he said. “You’re a fair captain, and skilled too, and I’ll never forget that you gave me another chance. For me, it’s not so bad, I’ve always been a soldier. But for Halun, Zamaril and Corrin? They’re young, they should have other opportunities, dreams, but instead they’re human in Mithranar. That gives them the choice of starving on the streets, resorting to crime, or being a warrior in this unit.”

      She huffed, trying to keep the incredulity from her voice. “You can’t tell me that all humans here have no choice apart from starving on the streets or resorting to crime?”

      “No,” he said thoughtfully. “There are plenty who do well for themselves, own their own businesses or have a trade. But a good many don’t, and for them, life can be miserable.”

      “You’re speaking from experience.” It wasn’t a question.

      “I was lucky. I got into the City Patrol,” Was all he said.

      “All right, Theac, you’ve made your point.” Her voice had an edge. She was exhausted and wrung out from her own emotional battles of the evening, and the last thing she wanted was to be blamed for things that weren’t her fault. “Is there anything else you’d like to make me aware of?”

      He had the grace to look chastened and dropped his gaze to his feet. “It’s just… seems to me you’re a good sort, Captain. Not your fault you don’t understand how things work here. I just thought you should know, that’s all.”

      Now she was the one to feel chastened. He hadn’t been blaming her, just trying to help her understand the men in her wing a little better. He’d been doing what she wanted from him from day one—to be her second. “Thank you, Theac,” she told him quietly. “For your trust.”

      He nodded. “You’d best go get some rest. It’s been a long night.”

      She watched him go, then turned to trudge back towards her guest room. Now that it was all over her muscles ached in protest, and the calf she’d twinged running through the streets of Dock City on her first day hadn’t much liked her Callanan acrobatics under the tower bridge.

      “He’s still alive.”

      Talyn scoffed at Sari’s attempt to be encouraging but she didn’t reply as she unlocked her door and went inside, heading straight for the soft bed.

      She didn’t have the heart for it tonight.
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      Two days passed without Ravinire sending for Talyn as she’d requested. Annoyed, she went to his office in the barracks to see him on the third day. Impatient for information, she’d already spoken to Zamaril.

      “They weren’t thieves.” He’d scoffed the moment she suggested it.

      “How do you know?”

      “Thieves don’t work together in harmonious groups. And even if they did, I don’t know many thieves in Dock City with the skills to break unseen into the palace,” he said. “Not to mention that no thief with that level of skill is going to try and break into a barracks storeroom. They’d go for the treasury offices or the royal quarters where the family keeps their expensive jewellery.”

      It was a convincing argument.

      “Right, not thieves,” she’d said dryly.

      He flashed a smirk at her, the cockiness in his voice a complete mirror to the terror that had been there the night before. “I could ask around discreetly, talk to a few of my old contacts, find out if maybe there’s a new crew operating?”

      She’d matched his smirk with a raised eyebrow. “Told you you’d be useful in the Wolves, Zamaril.”

      She was reflecting on the sour look he’d given her when a young Falcon showed her through to Ravinire’s office. As soon as she stepped inside it was clear that he had no time for her.

      “Captain,” Ravinire greeted her distractedly as she walked in. “How can I help you?”

      Talyn watched him shuffling through three piles of parchment, a slight frown creasing his eyebrows as he failed to find what he was looking for. “I asked to see you to discuss further what happened the other night. I don’t mean to be rude sir, but it’s been three days.”

      Ravinire finally looked up, irritation deepening the frown. “I spoke to Prince Cuinn the morning after. If he hasn’t relayed our conversation to you, that’s not my concern.”

      “As overall commander of the WingGuard, the physical safety of the royal family is your responsibility sir, is that correct?” Talyn kept her voice polite.

      “And the integrity of our borders, yes.” Ravinire went back to rifling through parchment. His tone was distant, his focus clearly not on their conversation.

      “Then you are responsible for Prince Cuinn’s safety. You and I both know that Prince Cuinn does not take his guard seriously.”

      “That’s his prerogative,” Ravinire said, a hint of impatience colouring his tone now.

      “So what exactly am I doing here?” She paused deliberately, leaving the edge in her voice. “Sir?”

      Ravinire finally pushed aside the piles and looked up. “There’s little to tell. Nobody got a good look at the intruders. They managed to infiltrate the palace but didn’t get close to the queen or any of the princes.”

      “Do you know for certain how many there were?”

      “We’re fairly confident there were none but the three we interrupted trying to break into the storeroom.”

      “Plus the one that threw a knife at me,” she said pointedly. “There’s only the single bridge over to the palace and your WingGuard passwords are changed regularly. The intruders I saw were human, as was the man who attacked me. How did they get in?”

      Ravinire ran a hand through his short-cropped hair. “The Falcons on guard were lax. We haven’t faced a serious threat from anywhere for decades. The sentries weren’t paying close enough attention.”

      She nodded, accepting that, as utterly incomprehensible as it was. “What was in the storeroom they were trying to get into?”

      “Straw dummies—we use them often in training drills.”

      “Straw dummies?”

      Talyn let a beat of silence fill the space between her and the Falcon, not missing the way his eyes had flicked downwards or his sudden slight shift in the chair. “Three human intruders skilled enough to get into the palace unseen tried to steal some straw dummies?” she clarified.

      “It’s what we store in that room, Captain,” he said flatly.

      “Sure. And what else did they store in that room?”

      “Exactly.” She considered. “Or used to store in there?”

      She surveyed him, trying to decide how far to push. “Sir, my understanding is that there would be few thieves in Dock City skilful enough to accomplish what these intruders did, and that even if there were, it would be extremely unlikely for them to work as a group.”

      “You are well informed,” he said. “And right.”

      “Then who else would have motive and ability to break into the palace?” She paused, deciding to be direct. “And why? We both know they weren’t after straw dummies.”

      Ravinire spoke reluctantly. “I am equally confused, Captain.”

      He’d told her everything he knew, or at least everything he was willing to tell her. Not that that reassured her. For the overall commander of Mithranar’s army, he knew disturbingly little about a blatant breach of palace security. “If you’re interested in my thoughts, I got the distinct impression that the other night was a reconnaissance of sorts.”

      His gaze narrowed. “You think the intruders were testing how easy it would be to get in?”

      “As you say, they went for a storeroom rather than anywhere valuable, and disappeared—successfully, I might add—the moment the alarms were sounded.” Talyn shrugged. “But whoever they are, they’ve now learned how far they could get into the palace unseen, and how you responded when they were discovered.”

      “Even so, the guard is now doubled and those watching the bridge will not be so lax again.”

      “Good. But someone got to Prince Cuinn’s tower too, and so far I’ve had no luck in being allowed to surround him with a guard detail.”

      “You’re doing well with your wing,” Ravinire said grudgingly, and with enough surprise it was clear he hadn’t expected such progress. Testing her indeed. “But that doesn’t make them a sufficient detail yet. I will continue to do my best with the Falcons until they are up to scratch.”

      “Yes, sir.” She rose. He was done and she was reluctant to push further. “If you’d like any help with the investigation into the intruders, I’d be happy to assist.”

      Ravinire stared at the window to his left. “Good day, Captain.”

      The dismissal was clear, so she saluted and left without another word.

      

      Frustration toyed with fear, the warring emotions tightening her chest. She had the skills to find out what had happened and who had been behind it, but either Ravinire didn’t trust her enough to use her help, or he didn’t recognise what she was. And the worst part was, a tiny part of her was glad he hadn’t taken her offer... if he didn’t ask, she couldn’t fail.

      Both emotions continued to twist through her as she walked back to her room. With five untrained guards and a commander unwilling to engage her help or even tell her everything he knew, she was essentially operating blind.

      An armed man had gotten to Cuinn’s tower unseen. He could do it again and she wouldn’t even know. She couldn’t protect Cuinn properly like that.

      The shadows of falling dusk slid over the open walkway outside her room, and her steps slowed. Standing there, she took a deep breath. She and Sari had operated successfully with little information before and she did have some details.

      The intruders had been human.

      With the focus and work required to prepare the Wolves for the dinner, the progress she’d made in her other mission had been pushed to the back of her mind. But now she wondered. Perhaps that could be another source of answers.

      Ducking into her room, she changed into civilian clothing, waited till darkness had properly fallen, then went out again.
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      The Shadowhawk strolled through the evening streets, hands deep in his pockets, shoulders hunched forward. Even when moving through Dock City without the mask, his instinct was always to blend in, to stay unnoticed.

      The bridge across the Rush from the Poor Quarter was busy—full of those who had managed to find work in the other quarters of the city heading home for the night, many of them haggard and dirty. The jobs available were usually only those others didn’t want to do.

      Not to mention the izerdia workers struggling home after surviving another day extracting the priceless sap from the forest trees. Apart from the conscripts serving sentences for whatever minor crime a corrupt Patrolman had trumped up, the volunteers were generally all from the Poor Quarter—those that had no option other than resorting to crime to survive.

      And anyone who’d had business in the Poor Quarter during the day was getting out before night fell and it became a dangerous place to be. The Shadowhawk often headed to his apartment from the Poor Quarter. It provided a route that was less noticeable and had the added benefit of giving anyone who got it into their heads to follow him the impression that the famous criminal lived in a nest of criminals.

      Out of habit, he took a circuitous route through the Market Quarter to ensure he wasn’t followed before finally pushing open the wooden door to the tall, narrow building housing his apartment in the Dock Quarter. The staircase creaked under his boots, but none of the other occupants were around to notice him as he reached his door and unlocked it. It gave the usual groan as he pushed it open, then took the usual complicated jiggling to get it to close properly.

      He took one step into the room before freezing, his heart thudding so hard in his chest he thought it might burst.

      Someone was standing on the other side of the room, leaning casually against the wall.

      It wasn’t Navis.

      Silence filled the space, thickened, turned so heavy it constricted his chest. His fingers curled, searching his pocket uselessly for his mask. It was too late for that. The person shifted and metal glinted through the faint moonlight coming in through a gap in the sheets over the windows.

      “Not the nicest place for the lair of a famous criminal.”

      For a moment he was struck utterly dumb. He knew that voice, recognised the face as soon as she stepped away from the wall. How had she found him?

      “You’ve been dealing with inept WingGuard and even more incompetent City Patrol.” She laughed softly. “I’m Callanan. It took me a matter of weeks to find you.”

      He summoned his voice, kept it a balance of indignant and firm. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Who are you, and why are you in my apartment?”

      She regarded him with a cool sapphire gaze. “If you’d like to play that game, I’ll call the City Patrol now and you can have this conversation with them.” She stepped closer. “I know you’re the Shadowhawk. Denying it will only waste both of our time.”

      His eyes closed as he took a deep, slow breath, using that time to anchor himself and take a firm grip on who he was. Then his eyes snapped open and his gaze met hers unflinchingly. “If that’s what you believe, why haven’t you turned me over to the City Patrol already?” He moved slowly towards the table by the wall. Underneath it he kept hidden a—

      “I already found the dagger,” she said. “And the ones under your mattress. Nice pair of knives in the privy too, though I have to say, they’re certainly the most pungent weapons I’ve ever encountered. Not to mention the stash of unique arrows in the floorboards.”

      “You might be Callanan,” he said, giving up on searching for weapons. Part of him was panicking, recognising too late how badly he’d underestimated her, how badly he’d overestimated himself. He’d relaxed too quickly, dismissed her as a concern when there’d been no immediate consequences to her arrival. Still, the rest of him was slowly regaining control. He’d dealt with worse than this before and survived. “But there’s a reason I’ve stayed alive and uncaptured so long. Some might call your coming here alone foolish.”

      “Some would,” she said, an odd bitterness to her voice. “But I don’t much care about foolish these days.”

      “Why are you here instead of the Patrol?” His initial burst of fear was fading rapidly. If she’d intended having him arrested, she wouldn’t have come alone. And he knew more than she thought he did. His confidence rapidly reasserted itself.

      “I have questions, I need answers, and the City Patrol aren’t going to get them for me.”

      He barked a laugh. “I can’t possibly imagine what you think I know that could help you.”

      “There was a break in at the citadel three nights ago. Four humans. Was it you?”

      The question was blunt, shot at him without preamble or hesitation. Genuine astonishment filled his voice, the words spilling out before he could consider them. “Why would I break into the citadel?”

      She took a step closer, eyes raking his face. It wouldn’t help her. He was a master at hiding his expression, hiding himself. Something flickered over her face—realisation of that maybe?—and she shifted away. “If you don’t help me, I will go to the City Patrol. Or perhaps if I present you gift-wrapped to the Falcon, he’ll start trusting me enough to tell me what I need to know.”

      “As long as you don’t give me to the Dock Quarter Patrol. They couldn’t get information out of a chatty drunk,” he said.

      A half smile flashed over her face. His own lips curled up in response. “I don’t have to give you anything, Captain Dynan. You’re not going to turn me over to the City Patrol, and once you leave this place tonight you’ll never find me here again.”

      “Is that so?” Her tone had been nothing but even since he arrived, leaking no trace of what she was thinking. It appeared well practiced, like she’d done this many times before. But at the same time, he caught a hint of discomfort about her—she kept glancing briefly to her side, as if expecting someone to be there. “You mean you’ll go to your real bolt hole?”

      For a moment utter panic filled him at the thought she might have followed him long enough to discover… but no, this conversation would be going differently if she had. So he said nothing and she gave him another pointed look. “You don’t live here. This place is for appearances only. An extra layer of protection? Or something else going on?” She wandered closer. “Either way, I can find out if I put my mind to it.”

      He needed to change the subject, slide away from her attack and regain control. “You claim to know a lot about me, but I know more than you think too.” He walked over to the wall, deliberately turning his back on her. Reaching up to slide a rotting plank away from its spot, he pulled out the dagger inside and turned back to her. She didn’t move. Her expression didn’t change. “How would the humans you’re trying to train feel to find out you’re royalty? Might ruin the precious trust you’re trying to build there, no?”

      “I have no idea what you’re—”

      “Save it, Captain.” He considered the knife in his hand. “I hear things about you too. Like the way you speak to Prince Cuinn, the way you address your wing so confidently. I hear that you walk around in all that splendour up at the citadel without a hint of discomfort, almost as if you’re used to such wealth and power. And now? Seeing you in person, the casual arrogance of your stance. I was guessing at royalty. I thought at least nobility, but that reaction confirms my guess was right.”

      Despite the faintest of flinches the first time he’d said royalty, she really was masterful at hiding her reactions. The silence between them deepened. She wasn’t going to give him anything. For the moment he buried his astonishment at how right he’d been—for now he needed to focus on maintaining the upper hand in this conversation.

      His voice dropped to a murmur. “What are the Acondors up to, bringing a Dumnorix to Mithranar to protect their useless playboy prince?”

      Her eyes flashed, and she glanced sideways again, as if searching for someone standing there. He stared. “They don’t know? Why are you really here, then? To spy?”

      “Who broke into the citadel?” The cool tone was back, her equilibrium restored as if it had never vanished.

      Their gazes locked, neither willing to back down. In the end he gave her a faint smile. “I had nothing to do with what happened the other night. That’s for free, Captain. Now, you leave me alone from here on out or the Falcon learns who you are. Clear?”

      “I won’t be threatened by a criminal, and I certainly won’t be leveraged by one.” She shrugged, glancing around. “Move away from this place and I’ll find you again if I need to.”

      “You’re bluffing.”

      A matching cool smile curled her mouth. “You want me to believe you’re going to walk up to the citadel and tell them what you know? And expect Ravinire to believe you?” A beat passed before she continued. “You need to stop forgetting I’m not City Patrol or WingGuard, Shadowhawk. I’ll best you each time. There was a time I did nothing but hunt criminals like you.”

      “Then why not turn me over?”

      “I’m Kingshield now. All I care about is that you’re not a threat to my charge. Steer clear of Prince Cuinn and you and I don’t have a problem.”

      Without waiting for him to respond she turned and strode for the window, swinging herself up and through with an easy agility he’d never seen before. A cool breeze drifted through the gap she’d left in the sheet covering it.

      A long moment passed. Then, slowly, he turned and placed the dagger back in its hiding spot in the wall. She’d left his other weapons in a pile on the bed in the other room. When he reached down to pick one up, it took him a moment to realise his hand was shaking.

      She’d found him. Easily. Now she was a threat to him—a serious one. But he wasn’t as afraid as his brain told him he should be. He wasn’t sure what he felt.

      They’d sent a real warrior. And not just a warrior. She was smart, fearless and knew how to hunt. A protector of the highest calibre.

      For the WingGuard.

      Why?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

        

      

    

    
      Tiercelin frowned in concentration. He stood on the edge of the drop, grey wings half-furled and rigid, palm out in front of him. A hiss sounded in the air and, for the briefest of moments, a silver light flashed in front of him. It vanished in the next second.

      “I did it!” he whooped, flinging his wings out, almost smacking Talyn in the head and knocking her off the edge.

      She stepped nimbly aside and nodded in approval. “I told you that you could do it. It just takes hard work and practice.”

      His expression of delight turned to one of astonishment as he regarded her. “How can you do that?”

      “Do what?”

      He gestured to her feet. She glanced down and saw nothing but treetops—in avoiding his outflung wings, she’d stepped right to the edge of the precipice, a drop easily far enough to kill her if she fell.

      “I've never seen a human who can walk so close to the edge without fear,” he continued.

      “No offence, Tiercelin, but I don’t think you winged folk take the opportunity to notice much at all about your human countrymen. Besides, I’m Callanan. Agility is in our makeup.”

      He shook his head. “You must have some winged folk blood in you, to balance so casually on the ledge. We're born with that instinct. Humans aren’t.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you. My father is Mithranan, but he’s human, and all Callanan could do what I’m doing right now.”

      “Then your Callanan have some winged folk heritage. It makes sense—it would explain how you have our warrior magic too.” He frowned in thought, eyes intent on her face. “Even so, there’s something else about you, Captain. It niggles at me.”

      She shrugged. As much as Tiercelin protested that all he wanted was to be a successful Falcon and master his warrior magic, she was beginning to suspect he had the heart of a scholar. So much fascinated him. “Maybe your winged folk lived in Calumnia or Conmor generations ago, and their bloodline pops up every now and then in those we recruit for the Callanan.” She wondered what he would think if she pointed out that Corrin—and probably Zamaril—had that blood too.

      “Wouldn’t that be fascinating?” He sounded entranced by the idea. “Do you have records back home that you could use to trace the ancestry of your Callanan?”

      “We do, but I’m not sure they’d go far enough back. And while that idea is the easiest explanation, it doesn’t make complete sense. If winged folk heritage was the source of Callanan magic, then why do we have only a single ability? Why no magical ability to sense and impart emotion, or to heal? And your magic doesn’t explain all the other magic in the world.”

      “A good question. Perhaps the winged folk magic has become so diluted that’s the only way it comes out now?” His brow furrowed in thought, but after a few moments he looked up, giving her a sheepish look. “Speaking of magic, Captain, I thought it might be a good idea if I went back to lessons with the winged healers. We all get taught our magic to a basic standard during our schooling as youths, but I never developed it any further. Our wing doesn’t have its own healer, after all.”

      She had to fight the urge to smile. “I think that’s a great idea, Tiercelin.”

      Halun approached, interrupting the slight awkwardness that had descended. He clapped Tiercelin on the back in a friendly manner, and the birdman tottered forward, almost going off the edge. Halun’s expression remained serious, but she didn’t miss the twinkle of amusement in his brown eyes. Tiercelin scowled, but there was no anger in it.

      “I’m surprised to see you still here, Halun,” she said.

      He shifted uncomfortably. “I like to watch the pretty man here practice his tricks.”

      Tiercelin preened. “You are welcome to watch anytime.”

      Halun scowled, and Talyn’s gaze was caught by the dark green tattoo on his cheek. She’d wondered about it multiple times since first meeting him, but hadn’t gotten around to asking about it. “Why did you get that? Does it mean something?” she asked.

      His entire body went rigid at her question, eyes dropping to the ground. Was that shame on his face? She was sick at the thought she’d caused such a response and searched desperately for something to say to take it back.

      “Captain, I thought this extra lesson was for me, not a chance for idle chat with the humans.” Tiercelin’s voice hit the perfect note of high-born haughtiness, not unlike it had many times since the Wolves had come together. Halun mumbled something—an apology, she thought—and walked quickly away.

      She glanced around to see Tiercelin watching him go, something approaching sympathy on his face. Had the winged man just deliberately intervened to let Halun escape gracefully? Before she could ask, he swung back to catch her looking at him.

      “It’s the Montagni slave mark,” he explained. “We’ve noticed it’s a touchy subject for the big human. I wouldn’t bring it up again.”

      Her annoyance at Tiercelin’s high-handed manner vanished, shock taking its place. “You don’t actually mean he was a slave?”

      Tiercelin shrugged. “Sure. Before he came to Mithranar—escaped here, I suspect. A slave from birth, from the stretching on the tattoo.” He sobered. “You think your king is powerful on his Twin Thrones, but he’s nothing compared to the power and might wielded by the Montagni ahara.”

      “I know about Montagn, Tiercelin,” she said, a tad impatiently. “We might be much farther south, but we are aware of the rest of the world in the Twin Thrones.”

      He grinned down at her. “Didn’t know they had slaves, did you?”

      “I did,” she admitted. “I just didn’t realise Halun… how many of them are there in the Montagni empire?”

      “Thousands,” Tiercelin said. “They’re either born into slavery, or bonded to it when they commit a crime, or cross the wrong person.”

      Talyn grimaced. “I don’t understand why anyone would want to enslave another human being?”

      “Free labour,” Tiercelin said simply. “The kingdom would collapse without the slave labour that holds it up.”

      “The idea is monstrous.” Sari was suddenly loud and strong in her head. Talyn winced, but she didn’t disagree. Her own disgust welled up and churned with Sari’s, close to overwhelming.

      At the look of horror that had to be written all over her face, Tiercelin gave a little shrug. “It’s part of the reason Montagn is so powerful. We’ve considered adopting the same practices here in Mithranar once or twice before.”

      “What?” she snapped.

      That scholarly look was back on his face. “It’s true. Previous monarchs have considered enslaving part of the human population, especially to help with increasing izerdia extraction. After all, they are inferior to us.”

      He’d gone too far, and she fixed him with a hard, uncompromising look. “You don’t actually believe that.”

      Interestingly, Tiercelin didn’t look away from her stare, and there was honesty in his voice when he said, “We can fly, we can use magic. In some areas, we are superior to the humans, Captain.”

      “Yet I think you’ll find that in other areas, human folk are superior to winged folk, Tiercelin,” Talyn said firmly. “And you have some flawed assumptions. I am human, yet I have your magic. And one day, so will Corrin and Zamaril.”

      He laughed, clearly amused at the thought and not believing her for a second. “If you say so.”

      “I think we’re done here.” Voice hard, she went to walk away.

      He called her back. “No matter what I think about winged folk compared to humans, I don’t believe in slavery, Captain.”

      She nodded, turning back to face him. “That’s a start.”

      “They mock me, you know, all the time,” he said quietly. “My family thinks less of me for answering to you, for having humans as wing mates.”

      She didn’t reply, waiting for him to continue. He hesitated, clearly searching for the right words. “When you first told me that you could teach me to use my warrior magic, I was excited because I figured that as soon as I learned, I could transfer out of the Wolves and be a Falcon again.”

      “I would be surprised if you hadn’t thought that. In your position, I probably would have too,” she said, meaning it. Tiercelin was winged, and his friends and family were winged. It wouldn’t be easy to be thought less of by those you loved most. It was why she kept her grief and self-doubt so deeply hidden. If she truly was broken, if she could never be again what she once was, she was desperately afraid of her family, her brother and sister warriors, knowing it.

      “I’m not like them, not entirely,” he said. “But I am one of them. I am out of place here.”

      Talyn took a breath. “Tiercelin, it seems to me that you belong in a place where the people around you respect you for who you are, respect your choices, and offer you friendship not based on material things, but on your worth as a person. I understand if you want to transfer out of the Wolves, and I won’t try to stop you. But the way you describe your friends and family? That doesn’t sound like a place where you belong.”

      He couldn’t entirely hide the hurt in his eyes. “I’d best go. I’ll see you later, Captain.”

      And with a rustling of wings he was gone, leaping high into the air and out of sight.

      

      She was still musing on the idea of slaves as she returned to her rooms that evening. Her mind flashed back to the conversation she’d had with Leviana and Cynia before leaving Ryathl—their news that the Callanan were going to establish a liaison post in Montagn, and their surprise that the Twin Thrones would look to establish any kind of official link with Montagn that could be perceived as tacit support for slavery.

      “No more odd than the Callanan suddenly developing an interest in a criminal in Mithranar.”

      She threw herself onto her bed, considering that. “You think they’re connected? From what I’ve learned so far, the Shadowhawk doesn’t appear in any way tied to the Twin Thrones. He’s a criminal, nothing more, and talking to him directly didn’t give me any reason to think otherwise.”

      “Even so. It’s two odd things happening at the same time.” A pause, then, “and despite how unassuming he looked, the Shadowhawk is more than he appears. You saw that too.”

      Unease and guilt flickered in her at the memory of that interaction. Sari was right again. On the surface, the Shadowhawk had seemed nothing more than a street criminal with his lank brown hair and quick, shifting gaze, and he’d most definitely underestimated her, but she’d made the same mistake. She shuddered at how quickly and accurately he’d sized her up and guessed her identity. And now he had something on her.

      “How am I even talking to you?” Bitter grief swelled up. She so desperately wanted this back, the way she and Sari had worked together, planned together, thought together. But this voice that remained, her grief, it only served to give tantalising glimpses of things that could never be.

      Sari’s voice didn’t answer. She was gone as abruptly as she had come. Talyn wrenched her mind back to Montagn and the Callanan. She wondered if Leviana and Cynia had ended up applying to go—she couldn’t decide if it was a good idea or not. Leviana was likely to take one look at a poor slave and start a war right there to free them all.

      That coaxed a small smile to her face. There’d been a time when she’d have dived right into that fight too, filled with confidence and strength and a skill that was unmatched amongst her peers. She still wasn’t able to accept that time was gone.

      At some point she fell asleep, her mind still tangling with slaves in Montagn, criminals in Mithranar and how they all tied in with the Callanan.

      

      She woke suddenly, eyes snapping open. The room was still and silent around her, the blue light of early dawn through the window providing enough dim light to reassure her the room was empty.

      Still. There had been something.

      Wide awake now despite how deeply she’d been asleep, she sat up and pushed back the covers, swinging her legs out of bed. Her bare soles had just touched the floor when she saw it.

      A torn piece of parchment lying on the table by her bed. On it was a single letter—an S—bisected by a jagged lightning bolt. Weighting it down was a carved wooden arrow, fletched in black feathers. Her heart thudded. He’d been in her room while she slept. Close enough to slit her throat if he’d chosen. The parchment was a threat, proof that he could get to her whenever he wanted.

      A little smile curled her face.

      No, this was no simple street criminal, no matter how perfectly he pulled off that look. The Shadowhawk wasn’t going to be easy prey at all.
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      Talyn took the Shadowhawk’s warning to heart—at least in the short term. She was confident she could find him again if needed, but he had leverage over her, and his threat had been clear.

      Their brief encounter hadn’t done much to answer her questions. The surprise in his voice when she’d questioned him about the break in she’d judged to be genuine, yet he’d promptly then demonstrated his ability to get in and out of a guestroom in the palace without detection.

      Answers, no. A better sense of who the Shadowhawk was? Most definitely. A master at hiding, yet one that had grown complacent pitting himself against the lazy Patrol and incompetent WingGuard. And despite that, despite every snippet she’d gathered about him indicating he worked alone, he had a network of good sources.

      To have deduced what he had about her… he was clever. And much more than what he seemed.

      No, ultimately there was no value in pushing the issue and going after him again—she’d written to the Callanan and told them what she’d discovered, and until they wrote back with more instructions, it would be wiser to leave it.

      So she placed her full focus on the Wolves and shaping them into a decent protective guard.

      So far it was working.

      Inch by gruelling inch, they were beginning to meld into a unit. As the weeks passed, Twomonth becoming Threemonth and then Fourmonth, their strength and stamina improved, and they began to handle their weapons with a semblance of skill.

      One particularly hot afternoon, Talyn sparred with Zamaril, the wood of their training swords clacking loudly across the yard. Sweat ran down both their faces. Half her attention was focused on inwardly cursing how damn humid it was. It was like sparring in soup.

      Then, with a quick flick of his wrist, Zamaril was suddenly inside her guard. He stopped, stunned, and Talyn recovered quickly, smacking him on the shoulder with the flat of her blade. Irritated at her lapse, the hit was harder than she’d intended.

      “Next time you get through an opponent’s guard like that, don’t stop and gape like a fish,” she said as he scowled and rubbed his shoulder.

      “You let me beat you,” he challenged.

      “I have too much pride for that. You got through on your own.”

      His return scowl was half-hearted, and she caught the glimmerings of pride in his pale blue eyes. Of them all, Zamaril was the hardest to train. He had no confidence in himself aside from his skills as a thief and refused to let go of the idea that he was useless to them. Talyn made a point of acknowledging his every achievement, doggedly trying to instil some self-esteem into the man.

      “Good work today. Off you go and do some more practice with Theac.”

      She’d been keeping a close eye on Zamaril and Corrin to see whether their suspected Callanan potential would emerge. The thief, because he’d spent years being light on his feet and honing the natural athleticism and agility of his body, had shown particular talent for the dancing movements of swordplay. The fact he’d just gotten through her guard, after two months training, gave her hope. She might be rusty, but she was still a fully trained and experienced warrior.

      Halun, brawny hulk that he was, had the physique and strength for the heavy battle-axe. Theac had begun lessons with him, and he had shown definite aptitude for the weapon. Talyn's second was delighted—as hard as he tried to hide it. Axmen had been few and far between in the City Patrol.

      Corrin's talent had already been clear—knife work. He was also a quick learner with a sword and was beginning to display the athleticism Zamaril already had in spades, something that would likely improve in leaps and bounds once he stopped growing and settled into his gangly frame.

      Tiercelin, while not possessing the natural aptitude of Zamaril and Corrin, or the experience of Theac, nonetheless had the superior vision of the winged folk. So she’d tested him with a bow.

      She’d been surprised to learn there weren’t any archers in Mithranar. An archer gave their wing a long-distance capability, an advantage given how severely under-resourced they were. Theac had looked askance when Talyn had asked why the Falcons didn’t carry bows.

      “Why would they need that?”

      It had seemed obvious to her. “Their single advantage in battle is their ability to fly. As soon as they’re on the ground fighting with the swords they carry, they’re no different than any other soldier.”

      A surprised flicker had crossed his face. “That’s why you’ve got Tiercelin using those wings of his against us in sparring.”

      “If he doesn’t learn to use them, he’ll only find them a hindrance and a vulnerability in a real fight.”

      “You keep saying you made me your second because I’m the only experienced one here.” Theac cleared his throat. “But truth is, Captain, I’ve only ever been in one-on-one fights, the occasional brawl. Nothing like a battle you’d see in war.”

      It meant she was the only one who could teach Tiercelin. The bow wasn’t her favourite weapon, but she’d developed the marksmanship skills that all Aimsir possessed during her youth. The weapon the Aimsir used, however, was a smaller recurve bow, and she hadn't used one in years. Because of Tiercelin's well-developed upper body musculature necessary to support his wings, he was better suited to the longbow, which had longer range and more power.

      Zamaril now engaged with Theac, she put aside her training sword and wandered over to where Tiercelin was patiently stringing his new longbow.

      “Halun's been helping me out.” Tiercelin looked up at her approach. “The arrows we've been using felt a little unbalanced. He carved me these new ones last night. What do you think?”

      Talyn took one and balanced it in her hand. “It certainly feels about right. Keep working with Halun, he's very talented.”

      “Thanks, Captain.” The tone of respect he used warmed her.

      “Captain!” The sharp note in Theac's voice had her turning quickly.

      Brightly coloured wings fluttered in the sky as a group of winged folk descended into the yard. Talyn gestured sharply, and the Wolves stopped what they were doing to come and stand behind her in a straight line.

      She counted seven winged men, five of whom were Falcons. Their teal jerkins had scarlet slashes across their shoulders, which Ravinire's Falcons, the queen’s detail, didn't—these were from a different wing.

      “Prince Cuinn's brothers,” Theac murmured, his voice pitched so only Talyn could hear it. Her gaze went instantly to the two not wearing uniforms, and not just because of Theac’s words. They stood out from the rest in the way Cuinn often did.

      The one on the left was taller than her charge, and broader across the shoulders, his musculature evident underneath his fitted jerkin. Dark wings hung from his back, a beautiful ebony shimmer sparkling through where the feathers caught sunlight. He was the first to step forward, and the coiled strength and power in his movement marked him clearly as the elder brother—Mithanis Acondor.

      So this was the prince of night.

      “You must be the Calumnian warrior.” A hint of mockery dripped from a voice that was otherwise smooth as silk. Odd, that one brother’s voice could be so full of laughter and music while the other’s held a hint of menace that sent an odd flash of uneasiness through her.

      “Prince Mithanis.” She bowed politely. “I am Captain Talyn Dynan.”

      The other brother—she struggled a moment to recall his name, Azrilan?—smiled broadly, putting her in mind of a cat after eating its prey. A little shorter than Mithanis and leaner, he was darkly handsome with his pale skin and charcoal wings and eyes. When he spoke, he didn’t exude the same malice as Mithanis, just the edge of unconscious arrogance that she heard every time one of the winged folk spoke to her. “This is our dearest brother's new wing?”

      “It would seem so.” Mithanis ran his gaze over them. Despite the slight smile on his face, there was no warmth in his black eyes. “What did they call themselves again? Rabbits? Frogs?”

      “Dear me, Mithanis, I think it was Wolves.” Azrilan’s voice was light, teasing, as if genuinely amused rather than intending insult. There were flashes of Cuinn in him, and she could see the close relation.

      Halun growled under his breath behind her, and she shot him a quelling look. Anger wasn’t going to serve them here. She kept her tone unchallenging and polite. “Was there something you wanted, Your Highness?”

      A little smile curled up Mithanis’ mouth, his eyes catching hers in a long look that told her nothing of what he was thinking. There was power there, though, and it made her instinctively wary. “We come bearing good news, Captain. Being a foreigner, you may not be aware of our annual Monsoon Festival. It's a big event in the citadel, and people come from everywhere to attend.”

      “A last hurrah before the rainy season, you might say,” Azrilan drawled.

      Rainy season?

      “You’re right,” she said. “I haven’t heard of it.” This wasn’t going anywhere good—she could tell from the shifting feet behind her and the dancing amusement on Azrilan’s face as he watched their interaction. “It sounds like fun.”

      “It is,” Mithanis assured her. “The festival runs for an entire day, and contains displays of skill, exhibitions if you like, from different Falcon wings. There are also stalls and markets, and parties of all types. The main event is an alleya game traditionally played between two wings of the WingGuard. This year I have decided to invite your wing to participate.”

      Everything about his tone and appearance suggested she was supposed to take this invite as an honour, even though it most certainly would not be. She summoned a pleased look. “Thank you, Prince Mithanis. Who would we be participating against?”

      “My wing.” Azrilan smiled, teeth flashing with merriment. “It should be fun, Captain. Your men will put up a good fight, I'm sure.”

      “We appreciate the honour of your invitation, and of course we would love to participate,” she said evenly.

      “I’m glad to hear it.” Mithanis swept a final look over them. “And I’ll be sure to pass the news on to Cuinn.”

      Murmuring with each other, Mithanis and Azrilan and their guards leaped back into the air, winging swiftly away. Talyn watched them go, mastering her unease, before turning to look at the Wolves. None of them would meet her gaze. Not even Theac. Unease trickled through her.

      “Do any of you know how to play alleya?” she asked with a smile, trying to lighten the mood.

      “Of course,” Corrin mumbled. For the first time in months the young man was looking down at his feet. Her unease deepened. “All children play it growing up, winged or human.”

      “Then why all the glum faces?” The princes’ attitudes had been far from pleasant, but that wasn’t unexpected, nor unusual. There was something she was missing here. The level of dejection and horror in those standing before her spoke of genuine distress.

      “I joined this wing to escape being imprisoned for the rest of my life!” Zamaril burst out. “Not to be humiliated by the entire race of winged folk.”

      He turned on his heel and stalked off before Talyn could say a word, muttering curses the whole way. She fixed Theac with a glare. “Tell me what is going on. Now.”

      “Those feathered bastards are doing this to make fun of us,” Theac growled, his glare returning. Talyn's mouth fell open as he, too, turned around and walked off in disgust. Halun followed him, arms crossed belligerently over his chest.

      “Will one of you please tell me what's so upsetting about this?” She looked pleadingly at Tiercelin and Corrin. Corrin was still staring at his boots, hands thrust in his pockets, shoulders hunched. Tiercelin simply looked miserable.

      “Humans and winged folk both play alleya, like Corrin said,” Tiercelin said eventually. “But the winged folk are faster, more agile, and more athletic than humans. We’re also stronger, on account of our wings. Not to mention the Falcons’ warrior magic. The princes invited us to play against Prince Azrilan’s wing for a reason. They want to humiliate the human folk, and their brother. It’s a political game. We'll be routed if we play, and then we—and by extension Prince Cuinn—will become the laughingstock of the citadel.”

      Talyn’s inclination to dismiss Tiercelin’s words as exaggeration was swallowed by the depth of her wing’s reactions. “I see,” she said quietly. “Very well, you’re dismissed for the afternoon.”

      He and Corrin walked off in silence.
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      Navis entered the apartment soundlessly as always, dressed simply, manner deliberately innocuous so that any eyes falling on him would simply pass by without question. It was exactly the same thing the Shadowhawk did, and for similar reasons. He worked alone and his entire livelihood relied on not being noticed.

      “It’s been months, Navis,” he snapped, annoyed by his calm façade and trying to push him into some sort of reaction. “I asked you to get information on her and you—”

      “Don’t work for you,” Navis replied smoothly. “I bring you information when and if I get it. That’s how it works.”

      Suspicion rose in a hot tide. He needed Navis’s information, relied on it to do the work he did. But there was always the underlying unease that only grew with every encounter they had. Navis knew too much, could undo him with a single word to the City Patrol or the WingGuard. Maybe it would be better to cut ties completely, go it entirely on his own.

      As if sensing his thoughts, Navis came straight out with the information he’d brought. “Talyn Dynan is Calumnian born and—”

      “You’ve told me that already.”

      “She’s a warrior.” Navis kept talking through the interruption. “Joined the Aimsir at an unusually young age, then went to Callanan Tower at an equally unusual age. By most accounts she was the best of her class. They sent their best, Shadowhawk.”

      That confirmed everything he’d learned from their brief meeting. She hadn’t been bragging, and he’d been a fool to keep acting the way he always had since her arrival and not expect her to catch him. “There’s more, though, Navis. I can feel it.”

      A test. Did he know she was royal, were his sources that good? And if he did, would Navis tell him?

      The quality of the informant’s silence was odd, like maybe he was surprised. No, that wasn’t it. Agreement, maybe? When he spoke, the Shadowhawk sensed frustration. “From what I could gather, there is some confusion about why she joined the Kingshield. She was too good, too successful, to leave the Callanan. I couldn’t learn any more than that. The Callanan and Kingshield both are incredibly protective of their own—they don’t talk to outsiders.”

      “Do the queen or her sons know everything you just told me about her?”

      “As far as I can tell, no. They asked for a Kingshield but don’t seem to have taken much particular interest in the one that was sent.” The frustration in the man’s voice deepened.

      The Shadowhawk shook his head. “And the break in at the citadel? You know the WingGuard are blaming me for that? I’ve asked around my network, but it wasn’t any of them. I’m sure of it.”

      “I have nothing to tell you on that.”

      The suspicion was back. “You’re an information peddler, Navis, yet you have no information on such an unusual event?”

      “Not yet, I don’t.” Firm grey eyes lifted to meet his. He must have seen something in the Shadowhawk’s face because he looked around suddenly. “You’re in a new location. Why?”

      “She found me.”

      “Who?” A hint of panic filled the informant’s voice, and the Shadowhawk frowned. What had caused sudden emotion out of the deliberately opaque informant?

      “The Kingshield.”

      “And she let you go?”

      He barked out a laugh. “Such a high opinion you have of my self-preservation skills, Navis.”

      “I told you what she was. If she found you once, she can do it again. All it takes is her talking to the Falcon and you’re done.”

      “But she didn’t... and I’m not without leverage of my own. She understands that I can get to her too,” he mused, thinking. “And it gave me the opportunity to learn about her. If there’s an ulterior motive in her posting, she doesn’t seem aware of it. She seemed very focused on her job to protect the prince.”

      “The upcoming alleya match bears that out,” Navis said with a shrug, his equanimity seemingly restored. “If she were aligned with Mithanis in any way, he would never have set her up to fail so miserably.”

      He started pacing again. “The only one with power to act in Mithranar outside Mithanis is the queen. She either requested the Kingshield or approved Ravinire requesting it.”

      “You have an interestingly thorough understanding of winged folk society,” Navis said, ignoring the Shadowhawk’s sudden stiffening. “I agree, but the question then becomes why is she acting now, and without Mithanis’ approval?”

      “Montagn continues to breathe down her neck.” The Shadowhawk considered. “Maybe she thinks having an official liaison from the Twin Thrones here might help keep them at a distance.”

      “By suggesting a stronger alliance than actually exists?” Navis sounded sceptical. “There are more compelling reasons Montagn would think twice before attempting to take Mithranar, not the least of which is that Mithanis is the most likely to become the chosen heir. His Montagni blood makes him one of their own, and his magic is a powerful deterrent. Which is why undermining his future rule isn’t necessarily the best idea.”

      Anger flared, hot and bright, making him snarl. “So we all just stand by and let his family continue to treat the humans like cattle in a penned yard?”

      The silence that followed his outburst was patient, like the man knew it was guilt and doubt that had made him lash out, not anger directed at him. When Navis spoke again, it was to change the subject. “I have something else for you too.”

      “What is it?”

      “Payment first,” Navis said evenly.

      The Shadowhawk drew the bag from his tunic and passed the man a single gold coin.

      Navis took it. “There’s a shipment of flour arriving in two days. The WingGuard plan to use it to ambush you. I think that earns me a second gold piece.”

      He gave a sharp nod and passed Navis a second coin before tucking the bag securely back inside his tunic. If the flour was needed, there would be other ways of going about it, but Navis’s warning would keep him and his network members from getting caught.

      He needed to be more careful now.

      When the door closed behind Navis, the Shadowhawk continued pacing. Deep weariness flooded him, a bone tiredness that warned he needed sleep or there would be consequences. And he couldn’t afford to get so tired that he couldn’t....

      He swore and slumped into a chair—there were so many possibilities and he didn’t know which was the right way to turn. There was nobody he could trust.

      His thoughts snagged on Navis’s reference to the alleya game. Humans couldn’t match the athleticism of the winged folk or their magic. The Wolves would be utterly humiliated, and then it would all be over; as a laughingstock, they could never be a serious protection detail.

      Abruptly, he sat up straight. Could that be the true purpose? Leave Cuinn humiliated and without proper protection? A counter move against the queen, or whoever had requested the Kingshield?

      The captain’s face floated into his mind and he closed his eyes. She seemed strong, fair and dedicated to her task. But she’d found him so easily, and something told him she hadn’t just done that to find out what he had to do with the break in at the palace. The way she’d studied him and his surroundings, her careful questions… and then there was Zamaril, who was certain she wasn’t just here as a Kingshield liaison. The thief had solid instincts.

      If she betrayed him to the Falcon or the City Patrol, he would die, there was no doubt about that. But she hadn’t. Whatever her reasons were, right now they didn’t include him being caught. And whatever her purpose, it didn’t include caring about the wider concerns of humans in Mithranar. There was little she could or would do to help him.

      Steeling himself, he rose from his chair and moved towards the doorway. Midnight was rapidly approaching, he had things to do, and already he’d been away too long.

      

      Midnight had come and gone, but the run-down bar in the Poor Quarter was full of patrons. The Shadowhawk leaned at the corner of the long bar top sipping at a half-full glass of watery ale. Sticky rings marked the dark wooden surface, left by a substance he was very careful not to touch, or wonder too much about. He was already breathing through his mouth at the urine-edged scent of ale hovering like a cloud in the humid air.

      He’d only come to leave a request for Saniya to meet—making a white chalk mark under the edge of the far end of the bar. But leaving as soon as he’d arrived would look odd in a place like this, so he’d lingered, sipping at ale and hiding his impatience to be gone.

      Even that was difficult. Weariness weighed down every inch of him. The anxious tug in his gut—he needed to be elsewhere, had already been gone too long—didn’t help.

      He’d almost finished his ale when that whisper brushed over him again. The inn was loud, the poor acoustics making the hum of conversation close to deafening, yet it had been clear as day.

      Just like the night he’d found that body.

      He frowned, trying to isolate the feeling. It wasn’t dissimilar to the sensation of drawing the shadows around himself—an instinctive ability he’d had since childhood. Not once had he ever come across anyone else who could do it, not even amongst the best of the thieves and criminals in the city.

      Maybe that had changed. It whispered across his senses again, an edginess carrying a hint of darkness. Both warning and threat.

      His head came up, scanning the room in quick glance. There wasn’t much light, only what was cast by a handful of lanterns hanging from the cracked and unpainted walls. It showed people packed wall to wall, most drinking, all talking. Few were on their own like him.

      The whisper brushed over him again, and his hand reached for the knife concealed at his back of its own accord. A low hiss sounded through the room. It cut through the noisy chatter.

      Then another hiss. From a different part of the room.

      A flash of copper. The Shadowhawk began to push through the crowd towards it. Unnamed disquiet filled him. Another flash of copper—a mask, just like the one he’d seen that night.

      His hand curled around the cool hilt of his blade. He never used the knife, it was a last resort only, but the sheer weight of the danger in the room made it impossible not to reach for the reassurance of a weapon. A warning thrummed at the back of his mind, urging him to get out now, to walk away and not look back. It told him he was walking into something deadly.

      But he’d never been able to walk away.

      A scream cut over the noise then. It was followed quickly by a shout of mingled shock and anger. People began crowding around an area in the corner of the room while others pushed their way towards the exits. The Shadowhawk was shoved from all directions as he kept trying to get to where he’d seen the mask.

      A man brushed by him, sending all his senses screaming into awareness. Non-descript clothing. Tall, wiry, and wearing a copper mask that covered the top half of his face. The metal gleamed under the hood of a cloak pulled well down over his head.

      He turned, a hand half-raised to grab him, but hesitation cost him, and the crowd of fleeing bodies closed around the masked man, quickly carrying him out of the Shadowhawk’s reach.

      Cursing, he kept moving, pushing through the last line of patrons until reaching a cleared space on the filthy floorboards. A body lay there in a spreading pool of blood. Another man. Well-dressed. Clearly not a resident of the Poor Quarter. His throat had been slashed from ear to ear. A piece of torn-off parchment lay on his chest. Another marker.

      Vengeance.

      The inn was emptying out quickly now. The City Patrol might even be called, especially since it looked like a wealthier human who’d been killed.

      Again, he hesitated. He wanted to take a closer look, but he wasn’t wearing his mask tonight and didn’t want to stand out. Someone might remember the man who took an unusual interest in a dead body. Nor did he want to be here when the City Patrol arrived.

      He had to leave.

      Spinning, he strode for the back exit, not realising until he got to the door that his hand was still clenched, white-knuckled, around the hilt of the knife at his back. Forcing himself to let go, he tried to shake the residue of fear and threat by focussing on the details of what had happened.

      It hadn’t been a single killer this time. He’d seen at least two masks, working in tandem. And it hadn’t been a random kill. And this felt different, very different, from the killings he’d seen in Dock City before. Deaths weren’t an uncommon occurrence when people were poor and lived in areas infested by competing criminal gangs. It was one of the reasons he did what he did—an often useless attempt to get enough food and basic supplies to people so they didn’t need to rely on crime to survive.

      No, this felt targeted and specific. And no criminal gang he’d heard of left notes behind to mark their kills. Usually they just dumped bodies and left them there to be discovered or not.

      Uneasiness trickled down his spine. Who wanted vengeance? And for what?

      Worse, if a new gang had formed to start a killing spree, it would draw even more attention from the City Patrol into areas the Shadowhawk preferred they stay clear of. And if they couldn’t handle the problem, the Falcons would get involved.

      He was already dealing with having to be extra careful after Talyn Dynan had found him, and now this. It would make what he did even harder, at the very least he’d have to curtail some of his activities.

      Which meant less people he could help. Frustration boiled over, but once it was gone there was only the bone-deep weariness he’d felt earlier.

      He had to get back.
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      Things were not going well.

      As quick as a flash, the morale that Talyn had slowly and painstakingly been nurturing amongst the Wolves vanished as if it had never been. They began dragging their feet during the morning run and strength exercises. Weapons training was half-hearted at best, and nobody seemed to care. Theac tried to whip them into shape, but not even his heart was in it.

      She pushed them as strongly as she knew how, but all this won her was a grudging few hours of activity. She despaired. She’d been so close to winning them over... and now it was all gone. They had been improving. They’d begun to have some pride in themselves.

      Now that fledging pride had been ripped out from under them, and their spirits and self-esteem were worse than when she’d first met them. They saw the coming Monsoon Festival only as a chance for the winged folk to ridicule and humiliate them.

      Talyn struggled to see a way out of it. No matter how she approached them—barking orders, gently cajoling or simple reasoning—she couldn’t get them to respond to her. Days passed, and their progress halted entirely.

      She was at a complete loss.

      With all her attempts to re-ignite the morale of the Wolves failing, and Cuinn refusing to take a protective guard seriously, she’d effectively become useless.

      Worse, she felt useless. And like a failure.

      Without the wing to focus on, to keep her grief and depression at bay, she struggled. Proper sleep returned to being almost impossible, and she spent long hours of the night wide awake and trying not to dwell on the past. It didn’t help that she was in such an unfamiliar environment.

      Back home, warriors took pride in themselves and what they did, and nobody had to cajole them into it. At home, the king and his family—her family—didn’t treat their people like they were there for their own amusement. She struggled to understand, to deal with how things were in Mithranar.

      More than once she considered writing a letter to the First Shield, to explain the situation and request reassignment back home. Each time the flicker of hope that thought roused died quickly. Ceannar already doubted her, and she couldn’t afford the Kingshield thinking she was broken—she couldn’t have them find out how lost she was. And even if she had a good excuse, to fail on her first posting... no, that would raise doubts and questions beyond just Ceannar.

      Sometimes in her darkest moments, she wondered if that would be such a bad thing. Maybe she should just accept she was no longer able to be a warrior and leave the Kingshield, leave it all behind.

      But what else was there for her? A blank space yawned, a space that terrified her to the very core of her being. Because even though she didn’t know how to get back to what she’d been, she was warrior born.

      There was nothing else for her.

      

      Two weeks after Mithanis delivered the alleya invitation, she was called to Ravinire’s office late in the afternoon. It was the first time she’d seen him since their discussion about the palace break in.

      “Captain.” Ravinire rose from behind his desk to greet her. “Please take a seat.”

      “Sir.” She took the chair before his desk, curious despite herself.

      “You’ve been here almost three months today, Captain,” he said briskly. “You remember the task I gave you?”

      She shifted, crossed her legs. “Yes, sir. You wanted an active wing ready to perform guard duty.”

      “You presented well at the queen’s dinner, and your wing handled the intrusion into the citadel better than I had expected,” he said. “You can be assured I don’t intend to hold the fact that Prince Cuinn refuses to have a permanent guard against you.”

      This was odd. Was Ravinire praising her? She tried not to frown in confusion. “Thank you, sir.”

      “From what I can see, your men are on their way to becoming professional guards,” he continued briskly. “I thought we should discuss deployment and resources a little further.”

      “Sir...” She hesitated, then made a quick decision to be frank. He was her commanding officer, after all. “While I would be appreciative of more specific direction from you, you should be aware that their training has stalled. I am doing my best, but they are refusing to cooperate beyond the most basic instruction.”

      Ravinire’s mouth tightened. “The alleya game.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He sat back in his chair, gaze steady on hers. “If your wing is refusing to cooperate with your command, Captain, I’m sure you’re aware of your options.”

      “I am, sir, but I am reluctant to see four good men dispatched back to the Dock City cells because of their unwillingness to be publicly humiliated.”

      “Your frankness is unwise, Captain.” The words were delivered sharply and before she’d even finished speaking, but she got the distinct impression it was more from a desire for her to stop speaking than genuine anger at her words.

      “Sir.” She bowed her head.

      “I am willing for you to see things through until after the game,” he said eventually. “If you cannot turn the situation around afterwards, then they will go back to the cells. Is that clear?”

      She straightened, unable to hide her relief. “Thank you, sir.”

      He nodded, face and tone turning back to business. “I spoke to the queen, who has counselled a patient approach where Prince Cuinn is concerned. From now on, it has been agreed that your wing will form a guard detail every time that there is an official occasion such as a dinner or ceremony. You’ll also guard Prince Cuinn any time he leaves the citadel.”

      “And the rest of the time?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “As I said, a patient approach has been agreed. We will build beyond that, but for now you’ll need to stick within those parameters.”

      “Thank you, sir.” It was a positive development, and it brought about a slight easing of the tight ball of anxiety that seemed to sit constantly in her chest. If she’d won this much in three months, maybe there was hope she could achieve a full-time guard before the end of her posting. At least then she’d go home with a member of the Dumnorix family properly secured—after all, that was the sole aim of the Kingshield.

      “Good.” He picked up a sheaf of parchment and passed it across to her. “Those are resource request forms—anything your wing needs, fill one out and give it to my clerk outside. If I approve the request, he will see that you get what you need.”

      “Yes, sir.” She couldn’t help adding, “And he would be the Falcon sitting outside that gives me a contempt-filled look every time I walk in here?”

      “His name is Firas GrassWing.” Ravinire cleared his throat. “I meet weekly with all wing captains, and I expect you to be at those meetings from now on. I’ll require a progress report on the week, and we’ll discuss any security concerns that exist. Any questions?”

      “No, sir.” She squelched the urge to ask if she should expect similar treatment from his captains as she received from his clerk.

      He smiled slightly. “Dismissed.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      

      Dusk had fallen by the time she left Ravinire, and her wandering feet took her past the royal pool. It was deserted, so she took the opportunity to stand at the railing and watch the fiery sunset over Feather Bay. Despite the beauty of the sight, looking down on it from the palace left her unsettled, uncomfortable with the way the winged folk used everything—even their home and architecture—to look down on those in Dock City.

      Leaving the palace, she made the long walk down into the city, where the bustle of human life made her feel much closer to home. The night markets were on—a once a fortnight event Corrin had encouraged her to attend—in the Market Quarter, but she was in no mood for the crowds already thronging the streets.

      Instead she turned in the opposite direction. She had no particular location in mind, but when she passed a well-lit inn close to the boundary of the Dock Quarter, the music and conversation of its patrons spilling out into the street, she turned and went inside.

      Talyn rarely turned to alcohol to numb her despair—it never made her feel better for more than a snatch of hours and would usually make her depression worse after that—but tonight she wanted to watch from the outside as those around her, normal people, enjoyed their evenings the way she once had.

      Hardly anyone glanced her way as she ordered at the bar, then snagged a small table in the corner, her back to the wall, facing the crowded room. The spirits were fiery on her tongue as she tossed back two quick shots before sipping more slowly through the others she’d bought.

      It wasn’t a large place, but clearly popular. Light music drifted through the room from a handful of musicians near the door. The inn wasn’t far from the docks, and many of tonight’s patrons looked to be sailors and dockworkers. Talyn worked her way slowly through the drinks, ordered another when a server came by, content to simply sit and watch and do her best not to remember.

      A couple of men—and one woman with striking platinum hair—tried approaching her, but a quick well-practiced look had them stumbling away without even speaking. Even if there had been no Tarcos, she wasn’t interested in that sort of company tonight.

      Her father had probably once frequented an inn just like this—he might have even come to this one before. It made her wonder again what his life had been like here, what his experience of the winged folk contempt for humans had been. Had that been why he’d left to captain his own ship? She still didn’t understand why he’d never mentioned it.

      “Maybe it’s why he fell in love with your mother so quickly. It must have been quite the experience to meet a princess who actually cared about her people,” Sari mused.

      “Maybe. I wish I’d gotten a chance to speak to him about my posting before I left.”

      Sari’s disapproval was clear enough that Talyn pushed her away before she could say anything. Talyn hadn’t gone home after Sari’s death, had lingered, lost, in Port Lathilly for a few weeks, seeing nobody, before abruptly leaving to go to Ryathl. There she’d handed in her resignation at Callanan Tower before signing up for the Kingshield.

      Seeing her parents had seemed an impossible task. She loved them dearly, but they would know at once how badly wounded she truly was, and she hadn’t been able to handle anyone knowing that. So she’d sought the comfort of her relatives instead, those who didn’t know her as well, but took her in without question.

      Talyn cleared her throat, dragging herself out of her musings with a long swallow of the ale that had just been placed at her elbow. She forced her attention back to the present, to the lives carrying on around her.

      When another man tried approaching her, sliding onto the low stool opposite her before she even knew he was coming, her hand was on her sai before he’d settled into place.

      “I found you this time,” he observed. “It wasn’t hard.”

      The Shadowhawk.

      Her heart pounded with a mix of shock and self-disgust at her failure to notice his approach. “You followed me,” she said flatly.

      He gave a low chuckle. “Not to harm you, so you can take your hand off your weapon.”

      A high collar and the shadows of the corner of the room hid most of his features, but she remembered the tangled brown hair and stubbled jaw. A man who looked no different than any street criminal who’d seen too many years of hard living—except he didn’t look that old. Mid-thirties at best. It was an odd dissonance. She lifted her hand away from the sai and took a sip of her drink, deliberately slow. “So this is just a social call?”

      “I don’t do those. I wanted to check in.” He shifted closer as someone passed by behind his chair—interesting. “You’re a sword hanging over my neck, Captain Dynan.”

      “And you’ve ably demonstrated that I should be careful about lowering that sword.” Was he really here to ensure she’d been appropriately warned off by his threat? No, she sensed some other purpose. The Callanan First Blade hadn’t yet responded to her letter with further instructions, but old habits had her leaning into this conversation, using it to wring every piece of information she could out of it.

      “Something tells me that were I really to sneak into your room at night intending harm, you’d have one of those oversized forks buried in my throat before I even realised what was happening.”

      Once, yes. Now... she wasn’t so sure. Her edge was gone. She made no response, taking another sip of fiery spirit, wanting to draw him out. The more he spoke, the more she could learn.

      “Is that a hint of doubt, Captain Dynan?” he murmured, reading her silence far too accurately for comfort. “From what I hear, you’re a born warrior. The best of the best.”

      “While you’re a born criminal?” She lifted an eyebrow.

      “Such a blunt and uncompromising term,” he murmured. “I do what I can to help those that need it, and I don’t let arbitrary and unjust laws stop me.”

      “Where I come from, that’s called being a criminal, no matter how pretty your intentions.”

      His mouth curled up. “Why did you leave the Callanan?”

      She took a slow breath to hide how his question got under her guard, and shifted back on her stool, resting casually against the wall behind. “You have some sort of skin rash or extra sensitivity to contact?”

      “What?” he blurted, thoroughly taken aback by her question.

      She smiled inwardly. “I can’t help but notice how you shy away the moment anyone passes near the table. You did it the night we met too, kept shifting your feet to keep me from getting too close.”

      He laughed softly. “It’s a hazard of living in the Poor Quarter, I’m afraid. I get twitchy when people get too close.”

      A good answer and given naturally. Still, she didn’t quite buy it. “Why are you here?”

      “I heard about the alleya game. It tells me something about you, Captain Dynan. It tells me you’re not here in Mithranar at the prince of night’s behest.”

      And why is that an important distinction? “I’m here at the behest of my commanding officer and nobody else.”

      He laughed softly. “And you’re too smart to believe something that simplistic. You’ve been here long enough now to see how things work.”

      “Perhaps. Why do you care about the alleya game?”

      “I told you, I do what I can to help the humans.” His voice turned dark, intense. It had an edge of almost-madness to it. “The game is an opportunity to humiliate your wing and by extension, the human population.”

      She searched his face, looking for the emotion that went with that bitter voice and failing to find it. He was a master at hiding himself. “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why care so much about the humans?”

      “Someone has to.”

      A glib response. He wasn’t going to give her anything she could use against him. She stayed silent, waiting him out. Eventually he sat back. “If you’re as good as I hear... the game might go differently than they expect.”

      She couldn’t help the smile that rose up in her at his words. He was the first person in Mithranar to even consider that fact, and it told her something about him too. He was smart. And he knew more about her than he should. Where was he getting that information from?

      “It might,” she acknowledged. “I’ve never heard of the game before, but I have certain abilities.”

      “I’d like to see that.” A smile flashed, genuine and bright, but then faded as quickly as it had come. “You win the game for them, and a target will be on your back, Captain. The elder princes won’t take a loss from humans lightly and the youngest has no power or desire to help you.”

      Surprise flashed through her and she sat forward, once again trying and failing to read his shadowy features. “Did you come here tonight to warn me?”

      “I’ve heard about you, Captain. I’ve heard how you treat your men with respect, how you treat them like they’re worth something. You stand with them.”

      “Don’t drag me into your crusade,” she said, ignoring the passion in his words that tugged at her. Their voices had dropped, and they were both leaning over the table now, faces inches apart. “I’m Kingshield and Calumnian and I am only here to protect Prince Cuinn.”

      “You could have fooled me.” His eyes searched hers. “And you could have had me killed or arrested anytime since you found me. Why haven’t you?”

      “Because I don’t take action that has significant consequences unless I’m certain of where I stand.” Not anymore. Never again. “You are a criminal. You’re also the reason Dock City residents now have some of the seeds they need to grow their produce,” she said. “But don’t mistake me, if you become a threat to Cuinn, you won’t live longer than it takes for me to bury this sai in your neck.”

      “Something happened to you.” He was unfazed by her threat. “Something that led the finest Callanan of her generation to leave and join the Kingshield to be a lowly guard. A Dumnorix princess, to boot. And now you’re here and I don’t know why.”

      Neither do I. The words were on the tip of her tongue, and she was shocked at herself for how close she came to saying them aloud. Instead she countered, pushing back at him. “Why the lightning? You think it looks cool? Strikes fear into the heart of your enemies?”

      He laughed softly, without mirth. “Quite the opposite. It represents how fleeting my help is, Captain. What I do is bright, vivid, breaking the hopelessness the humans feel for an instant. And then it’s gone as quick as it came, and the darkness returns.”

      She had nothing to say to that.

      He nodded, sat back, and stood up. “Think about what I said. I don’t want to see your wing humiliated any more than you do. But you’re of more use to them alive and safe.”

      “You truly believe the princes would do something to me?” Incredulity filled her voice. “I’m an official liaison of the Twin Thrones.”

      “Accidents happen, particularly when Kingshield are so far from home.” His face hardened. “And yes, Captain, I truly believe Prince Mithanis would come for you. He doesn’t take insult well, and he’s an angry and powerful man. You were right before. You’re an outsider. You don’t yet understand how things work here.”

      She stayed at the table once he was gone, steadily drinking her way through her remaining glasses. The spirits didn’t give her the numbness she’d been seeking. Her chat with the Shadowhawk had left her oddly energised. He was more than a criminal and it was clear he truly believed in what he was doing. How he’d described his symbol…

      But there was nothing, not even a trace, of why the Callanan were so interested in him they asked the Kingshield to breach their self-imposed mandate of only protecting the Dumnorix.

      “That’s my second question. The first is why Cuinn’s existence is so secretive Ceannar was pretending like he was doing the First Blade a favour by sending you here. Why not just tell everyone he found another Dumnorix? Send a whole battalion of Kingshield here who could spy for the Callanan in their spare time?”

      She tried to ignore Sari, turning the Shadowhawk’s warning over in her mind. While she didn’t quite believe anyone would come after her if her presence meant the Wolves won the alleya game, it certainly wouldn’t help her standing. And if the royal family were to find out she was Dumnorix—that wouldn’t be a good look at all.

      And yet…

      “Maybe the answer to your first question has something to do with what the Shadowhawk just implied. Maybe Ceannar is trying to keep it secret from those here?”

      Before Sari could reply, she dismissed the topic in her head. Her defensive words to the Shadowhawk had been spot on. She’d done as the Callanan had asked. No doubt the extra information she’d given them on his identity would lessen their interest in him. Now her only job was to keep Cuinn safe for the remainder of her posting, no matter where or from whom any threats came.

      She toyed with her final glass. She’d spoken to Cuinn in anger when she’d told him that a leader had to be worthy of those that followed, but she’d meant every word. And by letting the Wolves get the best of her, by letting them give up, she was essentially giving up on them.

      Her fingers curled around the warm glass and she tossed the spirits back before slamming the glass down on the surface and rising to her feet.

      She was a Dumnorix. More than that, she was a warrior. She would get this wing into shape if it was the last thing she did. And maybe in the process she could fix herself.

      

      She rose early so that she could visit a small drink stand she’d found not far from the palace entrance and order a large cup of kahvi, not missing the grimace of distaste tossed her way by the winged woman also there ordering a drink. It took her a moment to remember Corrin’s words about kahvi being a humans-only drink, and by then the woman had moved on, so Talyn shrugged it off and headed down to the barracks.

      The Wolves were already there, going through warm-ups with their typical level of apathy.

      Keeping face and voice calm, she stretched while they completed their warm-up and then joined them on the run down the wall and back. Once they were back at the barracks she allowed them a few moments of hunched-over panting.

      “Right!” she ordered. “Stop what you're doing and get over here.”

      They trudged listlessly over to where she stood. All were sweating and red-faced. She buried her frustration at their apathy and kept her voice firm but not unkind. “We're having a different training session today. It's hot, and we're going to go and get a cool drink. Tiercelin, take us somewhere nice please, out of the palace and where we won’t run into any Falcons.”

      Barely a murmur. Not even the prospect of escape from their usual arduous training roused any interest in the Wolves.

      That was fine.

      Tiercelin led them out of the barracks and through the citadel to an open-aired café that stretched out from a larger building clinging to the hillside. For her own peace of mind, she didn’t dwell on how exactly the thing was held up.

      Something about the decided way in which Tiercelin led them told her he’d come to this place before. Possibly as a refuge from life at the palace. While pretty as everything else in the citadel, the cafe didn’t look fine or exclusive enough to be a spot nobles would choose to dine at.

      Not that she minded. It was nice to be away from the gloriously dressed nobles or WingGuard she always saw around the palace. The sight of Tiercelin prompted the almost instant appearance of the café’s winged owner—another indication of the status of Tiercelin’s family—and they exchanged a few words before the owner led them outside to a table along the railed edge of the platform.

      A brightly coloured shade cloth shielded them from the heat of the sun, and all around drifted snatches of birdsong from treetops directly below. Given the early hour, there weren’t many patrons, and they had privacy.

      For a moment Talyn simply sat there, neck slightly craned as she looked upwards to the tiers of buildings and walkways in the hillside above her—the group of winged folk flying between balconies, a hint of music from somewhere to the east. Sun gleamed on the creamy marble and picked out the hints of rich colour in the wings of those drifting by.

      “Pretty, isn’t it?” Theac’s surly voice broke the silence.

      She lowered her gaze, giving him a shrug rather than biting on his attempt to bait her. “It certainly is, Theac.”

      A human waiter soon followed them out, carrying a tray of cold drinks. Talyn took hers gratefully, sipping the sweet, cold liquid with pleasure. It wasn’t as good as kahvi but tasted fruity and sweet. Zamaril stared at his like it was poison, but the other three humans reached for theirs with varying degrees of reluctance.

      “So what?” she said. “Kahvi is a humans-only drink, while whatever this is, it’s just for the winged folk?”

      Tiercelin rolled his eyes. “It’s not like it’s a rule.”

      “We don’t generally have enough fruit down in Dock City for frivolous drinks like this,” Corrin said quietly.

      Right. She wasn’t interested in another debate of the unfairness of human versus winged folk in Mithranar, and it wasn’t why she’d brought them here. Before any of the others could chime in, she changed the subject. “When is the alleya match being held?”

      “Late Sixmonth.” Tiercelin offered when nobody else seemed willing to respond.

      “Well, you're all going to get your backsides whipped, aren’t you?”

      Five pairs of eyes shot to her, glaring in mute indignation. She fought back a smile, instead summoning the sharpest tone she could manage. “Don’t look at me like that! Of course you're going to get beaten, you’ve been doing nothing for the past two weeks but whine like babies.”

      “We're going to lose because the winged folk want us to lose. How are humans ever going to beat Falcons in a game of alleya? They can fly!” Zamaril spoke bitterly, but she counted that as an improvement. He hadn't said a word to her in three days. “They have magic, Captain.”

      “You’re making a lot of assumptions there.” Talyn sat back in her chair, deliberately keeping a relaxed, casual posture. “But before I go into that, can one of you explain to me what exactly alleya is?”

      Corrin’s head came up. “You’ve never played it?”

      “I’ve never even heard of it.”

      “There are five players from each team on the field at one time. You can use any open space, but the festival game is held in the great amphitheatre in the middle of the citadel,” Tiercelin began. “There’s a goal at each end, and the aim is to get a round ball into your goal. Your team gets one point for each goal.”

      She frowned. “That sounds simple.”

      Halun and Tiercelin rolled their eyes at each other before Tiercelin continued. “It’s not. Each player is allowed a weapon, blunted of course, and essentially you can use any method to stop the other team’s players from scoring, including magic. You can’t stray outside the bounds of the field, you can’t attack an opponent’s head, and you can’t inflict serious injury. Those are really the only rules.”

      She sat up in her chair, staring at them in surprise. “You’re telling me this game is basically a mock-battle, with the added wrinkle of getting a ball into a net?”

      “When the Falcons play.” Theac glowered. “Down in Dock City we use brooms and buckets and throwing slings—it’s more of a fun scrap than a battle.”

      “And what happens if you break any of those rules?” she asked.

      “The ball goes to the other team.” Corrin scratched at an imaginary speck on the tabletop.

      She paused for a moment, then, “How many winged folk do you know who have learned sabai?”

      Silence.

      “You've been learning it for the past three months. That is going to be your advantage over Prince Azrilan's Falcons. They can fly and use magic. You know Callanan unarmed combat.”

      “It's not quite as simple as that,” Theac chided. “We’re barely past the basics.”

      “Maybe, but at the very least you can put up a good fight—I know you have the ability to do that. We have roughly six weeks till end of Sixmonth, right?”

      She waited for their grudging nods before continuing. “From now on we'll drop sword drills in the morning three times a week and spend it learning sabai instead.” Talyn looked at them all in the eye. “I can make you good enough to surprise them at the very least. But to do that, I need you to trust me, and I need you to buy in. Will you give me that?”

      “You keep asking us to trust you, Captain,” Zamaril said. “But you don’t understand what you’re asking of us. You don’t know what it’s like to be human in Mithranar.”

      “No,” she said evenly. “I don’t. But I also think you’re using the bad circumstances you find yourselves in as an excuse to not even try. And I won’t accept that.”

      A brief moment of silence, then,

      “She asked me to trust her, and I did. And look what happened for my mam and sisters,” Corrin said, fixing his green eyes on Zamaril. “You say you’re the best thief in Dock City? Well, prove it. You’ll be nothing but a laughingstock if we back out of this game because we’re scared.”

      Talyn stared at Corrin in astonishment, but he didn’t notice. His determined gaze was fixed on the thief. For his part, Zamaril looked lost—as if he wanted to take the hope Corrin was offering but didn’t believe in himself enough to do it.

      “Boy's got a point,” Theac added gruffly, his gaze fixing on hers. “But so has Zamaril. You’re offering us something you don’t fully understand, and if you’re wrong, we’ll never be Prince Cuinn’s guard. A humiliated group of humans won’t be respected or feared by anyone meaning the prince harm. You know that, Captain.”

      She did. But what else was there to do? Mithanis had placed them in an impossible situation, a check-mate move. “And if that happens, you go back to the cells. I understand.” But it would also mean that she’d failed. Without a wing, she’d be on the first ship back home. “But I don’t see how not trying helps you any. At least my way you give yourselves a chance, albeit a small one.”

      “I’m not afraid of Falcons,” Halun spoke up unexpectedly in his quiet, cultured voice. “But that doesn’t mean I think we can win. And no offence, Captain, but pretty words won’t help.”

      “I’m not promising you a victory,” she said steadily. “I’m promising you a way to do this without being utterly humiliated. You give the Falcons a good fight and lose, they can’t laugh at you.”

      “I think you’d be surprised,” Tiercelin said darkly, but then lifted his gaze to all of them. “But that doesn’t matter. And I played a lot of alleya when I was young—we’re not entirely without winged folk here.”

      “Zamaril, please. Remember what I told you about courage.” Talyn pleaded with the thief. His face was hard, and he had completely withdrawn back into himself. Finally he nodded, but he refused to meet her gaze.

      “Back to training, then.” Theac rose to his feet, looking at Talyn with raised eyebrows. “Perhaps we can do an extra session on sabai this afternoon?”

      

      She deliberately lagged behind the others as they headed back to the barracks, giving Theac a look so that he matched her slowing pace.

      “Can you give me any insight as to why Prince Mithanis has done this?” she asked in an undertone. It still nagged at her what the Shadowhawk had said about the eldest prince, about her not being in Mithranar at his behest.

      “He wants you gone and he wants us filthy humans out of his palace,” Theac muttered.

      “Right, but why?” Talyn pressed. “We’re no threat to him, and it would be easy for him just to ignore us. If I understood his motivations, I might be able to figure out a way to get us out of this.”

      Theac gave her a look. “I’m a human from Dock City. I don’t know why you think I have any insight into the motivations of the prince of night.” He huffed a breath at her pointed glance. “Fine. I’m betting it’s got to do with the queen’s heir. Mithanis wants it to be him—that’s no secret. This game gives him an easy opportunity to thoroughly humiliate his youngest brother, and in the process remove any potential competition. The winged nobles will never put their weight behind such a weak prince, and neither will the queen.”

      “I thought Prince Cuinn was already essentially out of the running.”

      “He is. But that doesn’t mean Prince Mithanis won’t take any opportunity to re-emphasise how unworthy a candidate Prince Cuinn is.”

      “And Prince Azrilan?”

      “I truly don’t know that one, Captain. He’s always stuck close to Mithanis, the very picture of brotherly devotion.”

      This was getting off track. She stopped dead, leaving the others to walk on. “Theac, there was a time when I could face five Falcons and take them down without breaking a sweat. You and I both know they’re ceremonial—all style over substance. And don’t forget I have magic too. If I play, we win. You’re too experienced not to know that already. So why are you just as downbeat as the rest of them?”

      “You haven’t actually seen the Falcons use their magic. Don’t underestimate them,” Sari warned.

      “Magic is simply another weapon, Sari, and I’ve seen them in drill. They don’t fight with any purpose, any heart. And their skill isn’t any more than basic competence. It won’t be any different with their magic.”

      Theac’s sharp words took her away from any response Sari made. “Because if you walk out there and single-handedly destroy five Falcons, you will do to Prince Azrilan what he and Prince Mithanis are trying to do to Prince Cuinn. What then do you think our chances of remaining here will be?”

      His words echoed that of the Shadowhawk. Interesting. Both men knew Mithranan society far better than she ever would, but even so she struggled to truly believe what they were saying.

      She stepped back from him, letting out a long breath. “Theac, my one and only goal here is to build a protective guard capable of keeping Prince Cuinn safe before I leave. This alleya game is an opportunity. I can train you all up well enough in six weeks so that you can give a good accounting of yourselves without my help, and at the same time forge them into an even stronger team. With me there, we ensure a victory, even if we have to make it appear like a difficult one to save everyone’s face.”

      “And you seem to think that telling us this, that offering us hope via inspiring words is going to change anything for us, Captain.” Frustration tinged his voice. “We’ve lived here our entire lives. We’ve dealt with winged folk contempt our entire lives. Nothing has ever changed that, so why is it so difficult for you to understand that it’s impossible for us to believe what you’re saying? Our reality proves you wrong.”

      He strode ahead before she could respond, his words hitting her like a punch to the stomach.

      “He’s right.”

      “I goddamn know that!” Talyn seethed. “But if I can’t change anything, why am I even here?”

      “I didn’t say you couldn’t change anything. You bloody Dumnorix can’t help yourselves. It’s just that you’ll have to show them, not tell them.”

      The crippling doubt hit her again. It was so much easier to say the words than have faith she could carry them out. And her conversation with the Wolves just now had made something terrifyingly clear—she needed to succeed here to prove to herself she wasn’t done, that she could go back to what she was, but now she realised it wasn’t just her life, it was theirs. Steer them wrong, fail them, and they would go back to the cells in which she’d found them, their lives over too. The weight of that burden was stifling.

      “You’re as bad as they are!” Sari said in a huff before vanishing from her mind completely.
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      She still had to cajole the Wolves through training each day. They did try harder, but Theac had been right. They were so demoralized it was impossible for them to see any hope of a good outcome.

      Despite that, despite her own crippling doubt, she was determined to make the most of the six weeks they had. She introduced sabai techniques that were advanced for beginners, things she hadn’t begun learning until the second and third years of her Callanan apprenticeship. Predictably they struggled, particularly Theac and Halun, but the increased quickness and agility gained from perfecting the moves was going to be needed against the winged folk, and so she pushed them—making them repeat the moves over and over, a hundred times, two hundred times, until they could get it right.

      Every evening they retired to the barracks with sore, aching muscles, and needed lengthy stretching the next morning to work out the stiffness. Still, it was not without reward. She saw the improvement in them, even though they thought it made no difference.

      Talyn worked just as hard alongside them in the heat, trying to show them that she was with them all the way. Every time she sensed an improvement in their attitude or morale, she pushed at the crack, trying to widen it. Most times she failed, but there were times when she didn’t, and through it all, she refused to stop trying.

      And somehow, it was helping her too. As horribly frustrating as it was sometimes, the sheer effort and focus she had to put in meant she wasn’t thinking about Sari every other second or dwelling on her fear of being permanently broken.

      She didn’t know how long the distraction would last, but she welcomed it with open arms nonetheless.

      

      Talyn shut the door to her rooms behind her, a heavy sigh escaping her as she sprawled along the plush couch. It was evening, and she was exhausted. After another difficult training session with the Wolves, she’d spent the remainder of the afternoon working off her frustrations in solo practice. As a result, her muscles ached with the pleasant weariness she always felt after a workout.

      She sighed again and rose from the couch, loping into her small kitchenette to pour a glass of water from the jug she’d brought up that morning. She sipped it while she busied herself tidying the room and folding her meagre pile of clean washing.

      Darkness was beginning to fall by the time she finished, and she decided to have a bath and clean up before grabbing a quick meal in the barracks and then curling up in bed with a book—she’d found a library in one of her many wanderings around the palace. Hopefully it would keep her engaged until she grew sleepy enough to fall asleep without her mind turning to darker thoughts.

      Her bedroom was dim and stuffy from the day’s heat. She went to open one of the windows and swore aloud at the sudden twitching of the shadows in the corner. Before the realisation had even fully processed she was leaping back towards the door, hand dropping to her sais.

      The Shadowhawk was her first thought—he’d gotten in again, dammit—but then the shadows moved forward, materialising into a much older man with his hands held up in the air. “I'm not here to attack you,” he said in a whisper-smooth voice. “Just to talk with you.”

      Talyn eyed him. He was tall and lean, wearing simple, innocuous clothing. She could just make out a pair of expressionless grey eyes under the hood. Most obvious was the fact he was human, not winged. Although she could barely make out his features despite the light from lanterns outside shining through the window.

      “Normally people knock on my front door when they want to speak to me,” she said coldly, keeping the open door at her back and not moving her hand from her sai.

      “I'm not normal people. I've been waiting here for an hour.”

      The dry impatience in his tone took her aback. “Sorry to hold you up,” she said. “Are you one of the Shadowhawk’s people? I thought he’d already made his point about how easily he can get to me.”

      “My name is Savin.”

      “Is that supposed to mean something to me?”

      The gaze pierced her. A chill shuddered down her back. This man had a dangerous, predatory air about him. Yet she didn’t feel threatened. Odd. “Nobody has mentioned my name to you before?”

      “So we’ve got a Shadowhawk, a royal family who can’t make up its mind whether their youngest prince should be protected, a prince of night, and now a shifty man named Savin? The puzzle just keeps getting more complicated, doesn’t it?”

      Talyn ignored Sari’s gleeful summary, keeping her focus firmly on Savin. His tone irked her. “No. I just asked you the question to hear the sound of my own voice.”

      “I don’t appreciate sarcasm.”

      She huffed a laugh. “I don’t appreciate people creeping around in my bedroom, especially when I didn't let them in here in the first place.”

      He studied her for a long moment, and she had to fight the urge to squirm as if she were a naughty child. “I'm here because I've been instructed to introduce myself to you.”

      “By who?”

      “That’s not relevant.”

      Talyn had had enough of the secrecy and mysteriousness. If this man meant her ill, he would have attacked already. Dropping her hand, she walked to one of her lamps and lit it, before motioning him out of the room. “You said you wanted to talk. So talk. Who are you?”

      “I work to protect the royal family through the gathering and exploitation of information.”

      “So you’re a spy?” She’d wondered if the Falcons had a more secretive wing. And though she was surprised they would stoop to recruiting humans, it made sense given how large the human population in Mithranar seemed to be.

      “That's a crude way of putting it, and the word doesn’t encompass all of my activities, but yes. My role is to guard the Acondors’ wellbeing. Since you are the captain of Prince Cuinn's newly formed wing, I was instructed to make contact with you so that we can form a working relationship. There will be occasions when you have information I need, and vice versa.”

      “I’ve been here three months.” The question was implicit in her voice, why now?

      He chose to ignore it. “You have.”

      Fine. We’ll play it that way. “Who is your ultimate loyalty to? Prince Cuinn or the queen? Or the Falcon?” she challenged.

      A beat of silence. “I have an interest in the youngest prince.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question. As Kingshield, my only interest is Prince Cuinn. I couldn’t care figs for the queen, her other sons or anybody else in this country. If it came to a choice between saving Prince Cuinn or his mother, or even my king, my oath demands I save Prince Cuinn. I won’t be sharing information with anybody who will be relaying it to a third party.”

      “I understand.” Savin nodded gravely. “Believe it or not, I appreciate your loyalty.”

      Talyn relaxed slightly and leaned against the wall. “You do, huh? Tell me more about this spying, Savin.”

      A smile crossed Savin’s face, but it was far from warm. “What you know is the same as the other WingGuard captains in the protective flight. It’s all you need to know.”

      “Very mysterious,” Talyn said dryly. “The curiosity is killing me.”

      “I came here tonight, not only to make contact, but to discuss the Shadowhawk.”

      Talyn's head came up in a flash. It had only been a few days earlier the Shadowhawk had followed her to a bar. It seemed more than a coincidence that this man who’d crept into her bedroom uninvited now wanted to discuss the Shadowhawk with her. “The criminal who champions the cause of the humans? What could you possibly want to talk about with me?”

      “I believe he was behind the break in at the palace. I know his sympathies lie with the humans, and his network is based in the human community, primarily in Dock City. Yet I don’t know who he is, and I haven’t managed to identify anyone close to him.”

      She laughed softly. “You must think me a fool.”

      He shifted, the darkness blending and rippling around him. “I’m sorry?”

      “You say you’re here because you protect the royal family and I’m in charge of Prince Cuinn’s protection—yet it’s taken you three months to come and talk to me. Then you say you want to chat about the Shadowhawk because you think he broke into the citadel. Two months ago. You’re not here for either of those reasons, and if you thought I would believe your rubbish pretences, then you must think me a fool.”

      There was a long silence, then, “Well, if I did think you a fool, I certainly don’t any longer. Yet what I told you is true—I am concerned with Prince Cuinn’s welfare, and I am concerned that the Shadowhawk might have been behind the break in.”

      “Are you telling me you think the Shadowhawk is a threat to Cuinn?” She frowned, seeing an opportunity to learn more about this man the Callanan was so interested in. Not to mention the easy way someone had gotten so close to Cuinn that night left her profoundly uneasy. “What has this Shadowhawk actually done besides steal some supplies from the winged folk? What's he after?”

      “It started some time ago—around ten years before Prince Cuinn was born. Things would go awry. Shipments of delicacies meant for the nobles disappearing, troubles for the WingGuard when they went into the city, muttered unrest, that sort of thing. At the time, it was all blamed on a shadowy figure who named himself the Shadowhawk.”

      Her eyebrows lifted in surprise. “This has been going on since before Prince Cuinn was born?” And why is he telling me all this?

      “No, that’s when it started. When the princes were all still boys, the activities stopped, and the name of Shadowhawk faded away. For a long time he stayed dead, then it all started again some three years ago. We don’t know if it is the same person. He’d be older now, but it’s definitely possible.”

      “If it is the same man, why did he stop for almost thirty years?”

      He stared at her, expression unchanging. What does he want?

      “Okay, you don’t know that either. What makes you so certain the Shadowhawk was behind the break in?”

      “I’m not certain of anything at the moment, Captain.” He glanced around. “I think we’re done here.”

      Just as he reached the door, she had a flash of inspiration. It was almost like she could hear Sari’s voice in her head, urging her on. This man was a problem—he’d accessed her quarters with ease for the primary purpose, she was now certain, of learning what she knew. She had no clue as to his motives, or his true position in relation to Cuinn. Until she learned that, she needed to keep him on the hook. “Wait!”

      He turned, almost a complete shadow in the darkness of her room.

      “If you are who you say you are, you will keep me apprised of any information that relates to Prince Cuinn’s safety,” she said. “But don’t expect it to be a two-way street. I don’t know you, and creeping into my rooms with false reasons for why you’ve come doesn’t leave me inclined to trust you.”

      The silence became drawn out as Savin made no reply. She almost thought she caught a flicker of approval in his eyes, but in the shadows, it was impossible to tell.

      Eventually, he spoke. “I’ll contact you soon to set up a way of meeting covertly when I have information for you. I will agree to do so, if you agree to keep our contact a secret.”

      She nodded agreement. “I’ll be waiting.”

      Savin paused at the door. “You’re not at all what I expected, Captain Dynan.”

      “No, what did you expect?”

      “In all honesty, I had absolutely no idea.”

      As he walked out, Talyn caught an expression on his face that made her suddenly think she’d just been very cleverly manipulated into something he’d wanted all along.

      “Who are you, Savin?” she murmured into the darkness, “and what is it that you really want?”

      He wasn’t to be trusted, but he was a way of gaining the information the Callanan had sent her here to get. And a way to help protect Cuinn. Information was power.

      She’d have to handle him very carefully.
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      “Once the rains hit, we’re all pretty much housebound until they end, human and winged folk alike. Nobody goes out unless they have to. Nothing lighter than a drizzle for days on end. It’s the reason I never became a fisherman,” Andres Tye told her as they shared a cup of kahvi one particularly humid afternoon. She’d asked him about it, not failing to notice that the upcoming Monsoon Festival was becoming a topic of conversation almost everywhere she went. “The festival is a way to celebrate the end of summer and ready ourselves for the rains.”

      “How long do the rains last?” She shifted, trying to ignore the uncomfortable trickle of sweat down her back.

      “Usually six weeks or so.” He flashed a knowing smile. “And it only gets more humid from now until finally it breaks, and we get the rain.”

      “Delightful.” She made a face, then took another sip of her kahvi. The warm liquid slid down her throat, sweet and potent at the same time. “I’m not sure how much more of this ridiculous sweatiness I can take.”

      “At least wait until the festival before escaping back home. It’s the only time of the year that both humans and winged folk enjoy together—we’re allowed free reign throughout the citadel to attend the events of the day, though the seating at the stadium for the exhibition game will be strictly separated.”

      She sighed at his mention of the game. As each day passed, she had to fight harder and harder to get the Wolves to put any effort in. She continued to remind herself that they were nothing like the elite, hardened warriors of her homeland. Except for Theac, they were inexperienced civilians who'd been dragged into military duty, mostly unwillingly.

      And deep down she understood their true distress. Theac’s words to her had struck home. The alleya match would be a very public opportunity for the winged folk to once again assert their superiority, and her Wolves would be the ones to suffer it on behalf of all the humans. But if she believed Theac and the Shadowhawk, winning the game unexpectedly would have equally bad consequences for the Wolves.

      Talyn hadn’t grown up as a human in Mithranar, yet even she was equally astonished and infuriated that the princes had orchestrated the whole thing. She couldn’t even begin to understand their motivations for it.

      “Will many from Dock City go?” she asked. “The general expectation seems to be that the Wolves will be trounced.”

      “I honestly don’t know.” Tye considered his cup thoughtfully. “People like the idea of the Wolves—your wall run each morning gets more spectators each day. But… probably not. Few will want a front row seat to a display of humans being trounced by winged folk at a game we all enjoy.”

      “I don’t blame them,” she said softly.

      And she meant it.

      

      When Talyn took a walk late one evening a few days later, part of a habitual routine she’d established to ensure she knew her way around every inch of the palace, the sound of sparring caught her attention. Following the grunts and clangs of metal on metal, she exited a closed corridor and emerged onto an open-aired balcony. Below, a unit of Falcons lined the perimeter of a drill yard, watching two combatants sparring.

      The two elder princes.

      Interested, she stopped to watch the fight from above, eyes widening in surprise. It felt like forever since she’d witnessed the calibre of fighting skill that had been so commonplace back home—but Mithanis and Azrilan could make a case for joining the Callanan.

      They fought with real blades, displaying a skill that could only have been achieved from years of practice. And interestingly, both used their wings as natural extensions of their bodies, dancing all over the court, in the air and on the ground. Sometimes they were so quick that their moves were a blur. It was how all the WingGuard should be taught to fight.

      Mithanis was clearly the superior fighter. Azrilan was only barely holding his own, despite his skill, and Mithanis gave him no quarter. He demonstrated his superiority with every lunge and counter, drumming the point home over and over, while Azrilan just took the beating.

      She felt sorry for the prince of games.

      A slight sound came from Talyn’s left, and she glanced back, peering into the shadows. Nothing moved. Frowning, she went over to investigate further, almost taking a step back in startlement when Savin stepped out from behind a pillar. Her trained senses usually noticed someone approach before they came into view, but he’d completely surprised her. It was another blow to her confidence.

      “Prince Cuinn’s young page, Willir, you know him?” Savin asked without preamble.

      “We’ve met.” Annoyance at herself made her voice come out sharper than she’d intended.

      Savin barely noticed, glancing in both directions to make sure they were alone before continuing. “If I need to get a message to you, I’ll send it through him disguised as a note from Prince Cuinn.”

      She nodded. “And if I need to get a message to you?”

      “Leave an empty cup sitting on your bedroom windowsill. I’ll come as soon as I’m able.”

      “Sounds easy enough.” Talyn cocked her head in the direction of the sparring. “Can Prince Cuinn fight like that?” She’d certainly be far less worried about assassins getting to him if he could.

      “Prince Cuinn prefers pursuits that require less… dedication and practice.”

      “So that’s a no.” She shook her head. How was it that Cuinn was the Dumnorix? Although, watching Azrilan, she had a glimmer of understanding of why Cuinn was so determined to avoid anything but parties and women. Maybe it was his brother’s overwhelming need to be the dominant one he was trying to stay away from. It certainly didn’t look fun for Azrilan.

      Savin didn’t linger any longer, nodding his head before vanishing into the growing shadows of the evening.

      Talyn returned to peer down into the drill yard, but the princes had finished sparring, and were already winging away, their Falcon guards close behind. Senses even more alert since Savin’s surprise appearance, this time she caught the approach from someone above in time to crane her neck upwards. The winged man was framed against the setting sun, and despite squinting she couldn’t make out his features.

      “Good evening, Captain.” Cuinn’s voice was musical on the night air as he spiralled down to land lightly in front of her. “What brings you here?”

      “Prince Cuinn,” she greeted him politely. “I just happened across your brothers sparring. They’re very good.”

      Cuinn chuckled. “Yes, though I can’t say I understand what fascinates them so much about poking a sword at each other.”

      “There are some good uses to which a sword can be put,” Talyn noted.

      “Here we go, you’re annoyed with me again.” He sighed, rolling his eyes dramatically. “I know, I know… you and your men are willing to die to protect me. You take your job seriously and all that. I was just expressing my boredom with the sport of swordplay, Captain, nothing more. I much prefer a good game of alleya.”

      She frowned. “I assume your brothers told you about inviting the Wolves to play against Prince Azrilan’s wing at the Monsoon Festival?”

      “Your men aren’t actually going to play, are they?” His eyes widened in astonishment. “They’ll be humiliated.”

      “That’s what they seem to think, too.” She eyed him. “I’m told the invitation is an attempt to humiliate not just the Wolves, but you as well.”

      He laughed. “Someone has filled you in on the way succession works in Mithranar, I take it? Don’t fear, Captain, I have little interest in being king. About as little interest as I have in having a guard detail, actually. If your men are determined to be humiliated, then I won’t protest.”

      “Why does that not surprise me?” she said bitterly. This was the one man who should be supporting the Wolves, yet he was laughing at them along with everyone else.

      Cuinn regarded her oddly. “Does part of your Kingshield training include learning to insult those you are supposed to protect?”

      “No.” Talyn shook her head. His lack of rancour only served to irritate her further. “That’s all me, I’m afraid. I tend to get insulting when I don’t like someone.”

      Sari laughed in delight inside her head, an echo of what had once always been there. It made her hesitate—she was letting her annoyance with Cuinn breach her self-imposed restraint.

      He waggled his eyebrows at her, leaning in closer. “And with that attitude, I’m supposed to feel safe with you commanding my protection wing?”

      “I wouldn’t have thought so. You don’t exactly allow us to spend any time guarding you.”

      “Well.” He shifted closer again, voice dropping to a seductive murmur. “I might consider allowing some close protection at night, Captain Dynan. You are stunningly attractive for a human.”

      “Nice try,” she said dryly, utterly unaffected by him. “But if your magic can read my irritation with you, you can certainly sense how uninterested I am in that particular scenario for a whole host of reasons, not the least of which is that you’re a little too pretty for my taste.”

      He shrugged languidly, leaning back. “Your loss, Captain.”

      “You’re attempting to be funny, I suppose,” she said dryly.

      “Sarcasm,” he noted. “Yet you are amused. I can feel it.”

      “Oh really?” She arched her eyebrows. “And what are you feeling now?”

      He laughed, the amusement in his voice rich and musical as he stepped back and spread his silver wings wide. “Good night, Captain.”

      He was awful. He had no respect for her, the Wolves, or any of the WingGuard. A prince at almost thirty years old and he was literally doing nothing with his life. It was difficult for her to comprehend. She was even further from the throne than he was, yet as far back as she could remember she’d had the unquenchable desire to do something that mattered. To make a difference.

      Yet in a way she was almost relieved to have been given a charge so unlikeable. She’d left the Callanan because she couldn’t contemplate ever having another partner, nor did she want to continue being a Callanan warrior without Sari. She didn’t want to care that deeply about a comrade ever again, and being Kingshield meant having a distance from your charge—it was necessary to do a proper job. Trust, rapport, yes. But losing objectivity was dangerous.

      Even so… she couldn’t help but wonder how certain the First Shield was that Cuinn was Dumnorix.

      There was nothing of them in him, not in his physical appearance or his behaviour. In fact, the only person she’d met so far in Mithranar with any similarity to her family had been the Shadowhawk—with his passionate intensity and the hint of instability she’d caught in his eyes, an instability one would expect in a Dumnorix child grown up without other Dumnorix relatives around them.

      A chill swept through her. The thought had been half-joking, but what if… why were the Callanan so interested in a Mithranan criminal with no ties to the Twin Thrones?

      She shook her head at her own foolishness. If they suspected the Shadowhawk of having Dumnorix blood, she wouldn’t have been sent here to protect Cuinn. The Kingshield wouldn’t leave him unprotected.

      “Tal… this is what you do,” Sari breathed through her mind. “This is why we were so good. You put pieces together nobody else sees.”

      “Well these pieces don’t make sense. If the Callanan suspected the Shadowhawk was Dumnorix they would have gone straight to the Kingshield. And there is absolutely no way either Ceannar or the Callanan would have me focused on protecting Prince Cuinn if they believed the Shadowhawk was Dumnorix.” She was certain of that with every fibre of her being.

      “Even so. There’s something there.”

      “I doubt it. We were so good because we were a team,” Talyn said bitterly. “I’m not the same anymore.”

      Sari offered no response to that and Talyn pushed all thoughts of her partner away. Her job was to protect Cuinn and find information on the Shadowhawk. She’d done the second and hadn’t yet given up on the first.

      That was all she had to do.
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      Three nights before the Monsoon Festival, a nightmare involving Sari had Talyn waking at dawn, throat hoarse from screaming, sheets tangled around her sweat-slicked body. Unable to lie there a single moment longer, she forced herself out of bed, ignoring the trembling of her muscles and how hard it was to dress while fighting the heavy weight of awakened grief with every breath.

      Dammit, she couldn’t keep doing this. She had to get past it somehow.

      It didn’t help that all she would be greeted with down at the barracks were long faces and scowls. Her mind was so busy with these thoughts that it wasn’t until she was fully dressed and crossing to her front door—hoping the fresh air would help—that she realised how stuffy the room was, how thick the air had become. Opening the door, she was greeted with duller than usual morning sunlight and a wash of humid air.

      A glance upwards from the railing of the walkway outside her room quickly explained the dimmer light. Heavy black clouds scudded across the horizon from the east, so low-flying they obscured the tops of the hills beyond the ones closest.

      Even as Talyn watched, climbing up to balance on the railing for a better view, the clouds swept in over the citadel. Within moments a light, hissing rain was falling.

      By the time she made her way down to the barracks to begin the day, the rain was coming down in thick, steady sheets. The clouds had settled in fully over the hills, shrouding the citadel in mist and giving it the appearance of a city floating in the sky—Dock City and Feather Bay were completely obscured.

      Tiercelin and Theac stood under the veranda running along the front of the barracks, staring dismally out into the rain sweeping across the training yard, shoulders hunched. Tiercelin’s wings were damp and bedraggled, hanging forlornly from his back.

      Talyn dashed through the iron gate and sprinted across the yard towards them. Even in that short amount of time she was soaked through, although unlike the Wolves she revelled in the faint crispness to the air, the easing of the endless heat.

      “I thought the monsoon season didn’t start for another few weeks,” she said.

      “It shouldn’t.” Theac had a pensive expression as he stared at the curtain of falling water. “Sometimes the rains start early, but it’s rare.”

      “I’m sure it will be fine.” Tiercelin was staring out at it too. “Just a quick rain before the proper monsoon arrives.”

      “I hope so,” Theac muttered.

      Before Talyn could ask him what he meant, he’d turned to head inside, where Halun had started a fire in the common room and Zamaril and Corrin were sitting near it, finishing off breakfast. Talyn pulled at her soaked vest, then gave a shrug and went to stand closer to the warmth of the fire in a vain attempt to dry it.

      “You know it’s not actually cold enough for a fire, right?” she told them.

      No reply. She heaved an inwards sigh.

      “I suppose training's out for today.” Tiercelin followed them in.

      “I suppose you've not noticed the indoor training hall in this very barracks.” She raised an eyebrow.

      “No.” He sighed. “Just thought I'd try.”

      She smiled. “We’ll skip the run though—I don’t want any of us slipping in the rain and falling off the edge of the wall path.”

      “Come on, you lazy sheep.” Theac clapped his hands. “Get yourselves organised. This weather doesn’t change the fact you've got a game of alleya in two days’ time.”

      “Captain?” Corrin spoke quietly, stopping everyone as they began shuffling for the door. Theac sent a scowl in Corrin’s direction, but he ignored it.

      “Yes?” Talyn turned away from the fire.

      “I’m going down to Mam’s for dinner tonight. She asked me to invite you all to join us. You've done so much for her and my sisters, she wants to do something to say thank you.” A sweet smiled warmed his face. “She is a wonderful cook, so I can promise you a good meal.”

      A distraction from another lonely night trapped with her thoughts and memories. Talyn jumped at it. “That sounds great, Corrin. Count me in.”

      “Me too.”

      When Talyn stared at Tiercelin in astonishment—since when had he been so eager to spend the evening with humans?—the winged man shrugged. “I'm heartily sick of the rotten mush our mess cook keeps making. A home-cooked meal sounds good.”

      “That's a lovely thought, lad. I would very much like to join your family for dinner.” Theac's grizzled face softened a touch.

      “I would like to come too,” Halun said softly. “Your mother wouldn't mind having me in her house? I wouldn't want to scare your sisters.”

      Corrin smiled in genuine pleasure. “We'd love to have you, Halun, and I don’t think you're scary. Well, not anymore, anyway.”

      Talyn shot a look at the thief. “Zamaril would love to come too, I’m sure.”

      He scowled at her but nodded in Corrin’s direction. “Sure, why not.”

      Corrin beamed. “Mam's putting on a special meal. I promise you won’t be disappointed.”

      Talyn straightened. “All right, everyone, that's enough stalling. Into the training hall, quick smart.”

      

      The weather didn't improve all day. If anything, it got worse. The rain grew heavier, and the temperature dropped so that by nightfall it was approaching cool, a fact that wouldn’t have bothered Talyn at all if she hadn’t been slowly getting accustomed to the sticky, humid heat in Mithranar.

      After training was over for the day—even though they refused to see it, let alone acknowledge it, she saw genuine improvement in the Wolves, and just hoped they wouldn’t let lack of confidence overwhelm that—she dug through her duffel for something to wear down into Dock City.

      Her hand hovered, trembling slightly, over the Callanan cloak stored near the bottom of the bag. She didn’t even know why she’d brought it, but when she’d been packing, some part of her had been unable to leave it behind.

      It was dyed the moss-green of the Callanan and designed for wear in all conditions. The outside was oilskin, waterproof in snow and light rain, while the interior was thick, warm wool that generated and held body heat. It was tailored specifically for her, and when she lifted it out of her bag, it smelled like home. Carefully, she turned back the shoulder, revealing the twin amber swords etched from stars on the inside lining above the heart.

      Nestled beneath it were Sari’s twin daggers, still wrapped as they had been ever since Roan had given them to her at the funeral.

      A glance at the rain sheeting down her window decided her. She shrugged the cloak on over her shoulders, ruthlessly pushing aside the wash of emotion that wanted to go along with it.

      She managed to get out of the palace and through the citadel to the top of the wall walk by travelling most of the way along covered walkways. The Wolves waited for her there, huddled under a balcony.

      “Sorry I'm late,” she apologised. “Shall we go?”

      Corrin nodded enthusiastically, but the others were all staring dubiously out at the rain, varying degrees of worry on their faces.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Just hoping the rain might have let up by now, that’s all,” Theac said.

      “There’s a lot coming down,” Zamaril added, serious for once. “And it seems to have settled in.”

      “I see.” She frowned, puzzled. “If you’d prefer not to head down in this weather, we can—”

      “It will be fine.” Tiercelin cut her off. “Come on, I’m starved.”

      Talyn pulled her hood over her head and followed Corrin. They walked quickly, rain pelting down around them, careful where they stepped on the steep path down the wall. Once at the bottom they quickened their pace to an almost run. Talyn was soaked through from the knees down, and water dripped from the edge of her hood, running in rivulets down her face.

      The wind whipped around them, not quite cold, but with an edge that had taken away the air’s humidity. She huddled deeper into her cloak as Corrin led the way into the Market Quarter. After twisting and turning through a number of dark streets he came to a stop outside a two-story brick building.

      Water ran, waterfall-like, from the eaves of the buildings around them and splashed into growing puddles in the side of the street. Talyn glanced around to check her surroundings from habit, but nobody was out in this weather.

      Corrin walked up to a doorway set into the brick and pushed it open, then led them up an internal staircase. At the top was a narrow corridor interspersed with doorways. Corrin stopped at the first one on the left and knocked loudly.

      “It's me, Mam.”

      A woman's voice called out in greeting, and then running feet approached the door. Someone fiddled with the lock and the door swung open.

      “Corrin!” A small girl ran out, a huge grin on her face.

      “Elsie!” Corrin swung the girl into his arms and peppered her face with kisses. “You're growing so big!”

      “Corrin!” Another girl came pelting down the narrow hall. She was older than the other by a couple of years but had the same dark curly hair and grey eyes. “You haven’t come to visit us for ages.”

      “I'm sorry Janna, I've been really busy. You know we have the alleya game coming up.” Corrin put Elsie down and bent to kiss Janna.

      Her eyes shone. “Our tutor said we could have the day off lessons so Mam can take us to watch. Elsie and me have been bragging to our friends all week. Nobody else has a brother playing in the game.”

      “Elsie and I, Janna, not Elsie and me.” A middle-aged woman appeared in the hall. She had a friendly face and dark hair tied in a bun at the back of her head. “And where are your manners, girls? You don’t leave guests standing in the hall like that. They must be soaking wet and cold.”

      The girls scrambled out of the way, and Corrin's mother came forward to welcome them in. She didn’t even blink at Tiercelin’s presence, giving him the same warm hug she gave all of them and completely ignoring that his wings were dripping all over her entryway.

      “I’m Errana. I'm so glad you could all come. I've been wanting to do something to properly thank you since everything you did for us. I can't tell you how grateful we are. The girls are enjoying their schooling so much, and now I can feed and dress them properly. Even Corrin has a proper job and a future now.” Tears pricked Errana’s eyes, the gratitude and relief shining from her face. Talyn’s heart lurched.

      “It was a pleasure to help, ma’am,” Theac said, unaccountably verbose. “Corrin is a valued member of our wing. We're a team, we help each other out.”

      Talyn gave him a pointed look at those words, lifting an eyebrow. He scowled, eyes dropping to his boots. They’d hardly been living up to that mantra recently.

      “The day he was recruited to your wing was the luckiest day of Corrin's life.” Errana was beaming at Talyn now and she managed a warm smile in return.

      “Theac wasn’t wrong, Errana. I’m Corrin’s captain, and that means I look out for him. It’s nothing special, it’s just the way things work where I come from.”

      “Then you come from a much better place than Dock City, Captain.” Errana reached out to squeeze her arm. “Now come on through. You all must be hungry.”

      Talyn followed, turning back only when she noticed Tiercelin hadn’t followed. He was standing still in the hall, eyes on Errana, something odd in his expression.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      He gave himself a little shake and nodded, his expression returning to normal. “Let’s go eat.”

      

      Errana had put together a wonderful meal despite the family’s limited circumstances. The food was hot and delicious, and Talyn found herself relaxing in the warm, friendly house, with the distant hum of rain beating down outside. It was exactly the distraction she’d needed. Janna and Elsie sat on either side of Talyn and pestered her with questions about being a female warrior until Corrin tactfully removed them.

      After they were full to bursting, Errana and the girls cleared away the dishes despite the Wolves’ attempts to help, and then Errana bought in steaming mugs of kahvi.

      As they sat around chatting, Corrin went to retrieve his fiddle. The Wolves—even Zamaril—smiled for the first time in weeks as he played a merry, dancing tune for them. When it grew late, Errana ushered the small girls off to bed.

      Talyn was beginning to feel distinctly sleepy from a combination of the warm room and relaxation when a loud thumping came at the door. Everyone jumped. In pure instinct, Talyn leapt to her feet, hands reaching for her sais. Theac waved Errana away from the door and went to answer it, an intimidating scowl on his face.

      “What is it?” he barked at whoever was standing outside. There were some inaudible words spoken, then, “Well, you’d better come in then.”

      A young man stumbled into the room, pale and soaked through. He gulped to find a room full of eyes staring at him. Theac’s scowl probably wasn’t helping.

      “What is it, Arrol?” Errana asked gently, then glanced at Talyn and Theac. “He’s my neighbour.”

      Arrol swallowed. “I’ve come to warn you. The rainfall is wreaking havoc on the Rush—if it doesn’t stop soon, the banks are going to flood. The Poor Quarter will be in trouble first, but so will the rest of the city if it keeps up.”

      Errana went white. “Are we in danger up here?”

      “I don’t know.” He hopped from foot to foot. “If the rain gets heavier, I think we might be. I have to go, there are others to warn.”

      The Wolves stared at each other as Arrol raced back out the door. Errana’s hand lifted to her mouth in shock. Theac unconsciously stepped towards her but didn’t seem to know what to do to reassure her.

      “This is what happened last time,” Zamaril muttered.

      The Wolves turned as one to look at Talyn, clearly waiting for her cue.

      Her heart thumped. And then she froze. They were looking at her like she had the solution to everything and she wasn’t that Talyn anymore, the one who had an answer to every challenge, no matter how difficult.

      The silence fell heavy over the room, and the Wolves’ confidence began to waver. She saw the slumping of Zamaril’s shoulders, the disappointment in Corrin’s. She felt sick.

      “One step at a time, Tal. You need to understand the problem before you can attack it.” Sari’s voice steadied her panic.

      She shook herself, clearing her throat so her voice came out firmly. “You said last time? Has this happened before?”

      “There’s usually a bit of flooding during monsoon season—the banks of the Rush can’t handle the amount of rain we get. But it’s never good when the rains come early. Last time it was really bad, back when I was a youngster in the City Patrol, maybe fifteen years ago now,” Theac said. “Dock City flooded. Hundreds died.”

      One step. One step. “If floods happen most monsoon seasons, then there must be procedures in place to deal with it?” The towns in the foothills of the Ayrlemyre Mountains were all well-practiced in how to respond in case of avalanche after the spring melt.

      “Not really.” He cleared his throat. “Most years the flooding is mild and everyone just looks out for themselves, sandbagging their homes and the like. But if we get another bad one… the Poor Quarter will be the first underwater, and they don’t have the resources to put anything in place.”

      “Where do people get the sandbags from?” Like a rusty key in a lock her mind was beginning to work again, to shake off the stiffness of a year away from a battle. She welcomed it.

      “The city has a couple of storehouses of them in case of another bad flood. At least, they did back when I was patrol captain.”

      “They’re still there.” Zamaril spoke up unexpectedly, then gave them a sheepish look. “They’re a good place to hide when you’re being chased by the Patrol.”

      She frowned, thinking over what would likely happen if a similar disaster occurred in Ryathl. “If we’re facing another bad flood, then there needs to be a structured approach to managing it if we want to save lives and homes. Theac, go down to the Market Quarter Patrol headquarters as quickly as you can and talk to Andres Tye. He can deploy his men and send word to the other watch officers on duty across the city. If they all work together, they can sandbag the city in strategic locations to stop the progress of the flood.”

      Theac reached up and pulled on his cloak, promising, “I’ll be quick.”

      “What about us?” Corrin asked.

      Talyn hesitated. To her, the answer was clear. But here in Mithranar... the relationship between the WingGuard and Dock City was so volatile, and she didn’t understand it well enough to be sure of the right thing to do. But by the time she and Wolves got themselves back up to the citadel, found Ravinire, and asked him for orders, too much time would be wasted.

      And the human Wolves were scared, clearly worried for their friends and family. Tiercelin’s expression indicated wariness—as if sensing he was about to be drawn into something he didn’t want to be. Instinct told her to help, an instinct she’d once had absolute faith in. Until she’d lost Sari. She swallowed, hating herself for being so indecisive.

      “Go with your instincts, Tal. They’ve never led us wrong before.”

      “They led us to your death!”

      “That doesn’t make you useless. Enough of this, Talyn!”

      “Captain?” Corrin stepped towards her. “Are you all right?”

      She was horrified to realise that tears had risen to her eyes. Dammit, why was this so hard? But Sari had been right. If she kept wavering like this, she’d never get herself back. So she took a deep breath, and fought her fear. She looked around—everyone’s eyes were on her, even Theac, who still hovered by the door.

      She met his eyes. “Ask Andres if he could use our help.”

      Theac almost smiled, then saluted. “Aye, Captain.”

      “You’re going to let us help?” Astonishment filled Zamaril’s voice as the door slammed behind Theac. “What about Prince Cuinn?”

      “The citadel is hundreds of metres in the air, Zamaril.” She spoke briskly to cover her uncertainty. “They’re hardly in danger of flooding.”

      Corrin nodded, looking at his mother. “Mam, we’ll help pack up some things for you and the girls until Talon Parksin gets back. It may not come to it, but you’ll need to be ready to leave quickly.”

      “All right.” Colour was returning to Errana’s face. “There’s a spare bag in the hall closet—it should be big enough for our things, but not too big that I can’t carry it.”

      The four Wolves worked alongside Talyn and Errana to pack the family’s meagre belongings. They’d just finished, Errana offering to make some hot tea, when Theac re-appeared at the door, dripping wet.

      “How did it go?” Talyn asked immediately.

      “Over half the City Patrol has been called up into the citadel. Most of the rest haven’t called in to their shifts—Tye’s doing his best to drag them onto duty, but they’re all protecting their homes.”

      “Who called them up to the citadel?” she asked in astonishment. “It’s never going to flood, they’re too far above sea level.”

      “Prince Mithanis.” Theac scowled. “Poor winged folk don’t want to get their feet wet.”

      “It’s not that,” Zamaril said bitterly. “They’re afraid the humans might start fleeing up to the citadel to escape the flood. They don’t want to be overrun.”

      Talyn gaped at him, momentarily at a complete and utter loss. Without a large group of helpers, she had no idea how the city was going to contain a flooding river. The mood in the room had dropped, and Corrin’s shoulders were slumped as he spoke. “At least we can make sure you and the girls are safe, Mam.”

      Talyn stared at them, only half paying attention, as they fell into a discussion about whether they should leave immediately or wait to see if the street looked like it was going to be flooded. Corrin wondered whether the WingGuard would mind if his family sheltered at the Wolf barracks. Zamaril offered to sneak them in so nobody would know. Theac barked at him to stop being a fool. Halun and Tiercelin stayed quiet.

      She told herself to listen to them, to help Corrin’s family and then shelter up at the citadel. What exactly could she do anyway? She knew little about Dock City, and even less about how to deal with a flood.

      But no, she’d already decided to go with her instincts, and it was time to commit.

      “Theac?” She spoke before thinking, and everyone in the room turned to her.

      “Captain?” He frowned.

      “Talk to me. You know this city better than I do. What is the worst case scenario if the rain doesn’t stop and the river continues to flood? If it’s a bad one like fifteen years ago.”

      “I don’t know exactly. As I said, it’s only happened once before, on a day like this when the rains came early and we had a heavy and continuous downpour three days straight. We lost all the slums and a third of the city went under water, most of the Poor Quarter and good chunks of the Market and Dock Quarters.”

      She chewed on her lip, thinking. “Errana, can I have a quill and parchment please?”

      Not questioning her odd request, Errana left the room briefly and returned holding a small piece of parchment along with quill and ink. Talyn took it with a smile of thanks, her gaze turning to the winged Wolf. “Tiercelin, can you fly in this weather?”

      “Of course,” he said promptly, indignant at the idea he might not be up to it.

      Talyn wrote busily. “Take this to the Falcon as quickly as you can and then come straight back and find us.”

      “You think he’ll help?” Zamaril sneered.

      “He certainly won’t if we don’t ask.” She finished writing and checked it over briefly before handing it to Tiercelin. “Keep that dry.”

      Tiercelin tucked it inside his tunic and turned swiftly to run back down the stairs and out into the night, surprising her with his lack of complaint. Talyn turned to face the others.

      “Who can tell me where the weakest points in the city are, the lowest areas, where it will flood first?”

      For a moment there was a thick silence in the room, and even Errana looked surprised. Zamaril was stripped of all smugness as he stared at her. “You’re going to help?”

      “We are going to help. Quickly now, where do we go first?”

      Halun heaved his bulk out of the chair, tone and posture more authoritative than she’d ever seen him. “The Poor Quarter. The western area along the edge of the Rush is in a shallow depression of land—it will fill up like a lake once the banks burst. I know the quickest way to get there.”

      “All right. Lead the way.” She glanced at Errana. “When Tiercelin comes back, please tell him where we’ve gone.”

      By the door, Talyn shrugged on her Callanan cloak and pulled the hood down snugly over her head. A jolt of pure energy fizzed through her, and her eyes closed momentarily. She’d forgotten what this was like—heading into an impossible situation with only her wits and strength to guide her. She ignored how terrifying that was without Sari at her side and instead focused on the rush of it. “Let’s go.”

      Zamaril stopped her arm as she was about to follow the others out. “The game is in two days. One of us could easily sprain an ankle or injure something, and even if we don’t, we’ll be exhausted.”

      She would have laughed if he hadn’t looked so serious. “Lives and homes are far more important than a game, Zamaril. We’ll worry about alleya later.”

      Confusion flitted across his face for a moment, then for the first time since she’d known him, he spoke with genuine warmth. “Thank you.”
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      Raindrops stung Talyn’s face as she stepped outside. Wind gripped her cloak, ripping the hood from her head. Rain immediately soaked her hair. In quick, practiced movement she pulled it back and tied it neatly before tugging the hood back over her face.

      Halun moved into a run as he led the Wolves east towards the Rush. They settled into a distance-eating jog, their hard-won conditioning allowing them to keep up the pace easily.

      Her feet splashed through puddles and mud as they moved through a series of darkened back streets for what felt like an interminable period. Eventually they emerged onto an area of high ground that lined the river. A steep stone levee dropped from their feet down to the swiftly-flowing water below—there was nothing like it on the opposite side where ramshackle and rundown homes and shops ran almost all the way to the banks.

      The Poor Quarter.

      Small fishing boats, surely the lifeblood of many of the quarter’s residents, rocked wildly against their moorings. The rainfall had swollen the waterfall cascading over the wall to their left, turning the Rush into something chaotic and powerful. Dismay clutched at her at the sight of it already flooding its western banks and inching towards the buildings.

      Directly below it lapped against the levee, still a good distance down. The wide bridge connecting the Poor and Market Quarters remained well above water level.

      “Theac?” she shouted over the sound of rushing water and rain. “You said something about sandbags earlier. Where’s the best place to start?”

      “The storehouses are back in the Dock and Wall Quarters,” he bellowed. “Too far away for us to be able to carry enough of them here to be effective.”

      “It’s too late to save the slums, but what if we sandbag Wharf Street?” Corrin suggested. “That’s the road leading from the bridge into the residential area of the Market Quarter, and from here that’s the path the river will take if it floods the levee.”

      “The water isn’t flooding the levee anytime soon,” Zamaril disagreed, the wind catching his words and making them hard to understand. “There’s still time to help the Poor Quarter.”

      “The residents know the river is flooding, there’s time for them to make their own way out,” Theac barked.

      “We can’t be sure of that. It’s late—half of them will be asleep already. And what about those too young or old to move quickly, or too far from the river to notice how high it’s rising?”

      “The Poor Quarter is a third the size of the city.” Talyn was ruthlessly practical. “Five of us cannot make enough of an impact.”

      “We don’t need to.” Halun shook his head. “The eastern half of the Poor Quarter, right up to where it hits the eastern headland of Feather Bay—that’s all on higher ground. We just need to worry about this western section where the land is so low. That’s a much smaller area to cover, Captain.”

      Talyn caught movement in the corner of her eye and pointed it out to the others. It resolved into a flying Tiercelin, buffeted by the wind. He struggled his way over, eventually landing beside them.

      “I found the Falcon. He agreed to send some of the Patrol back to the city.” Tiercelin’s musical voice was barely audible. “They’re on their way down the wall road as we speak. He also told me that since we’re technically off duty, we are free to do as we please.”

      That was better than nothing. Talyn thought quickly, weighing Theac, Halun and Zamaril’s words. “The City Patrol can start sandbagging Wharf Street while we help the people here. Tiercelin, can you fly those instructions to Tye?”

      While Andres was only a watch officer, she trusted him to want to do the right thing. If he couldn’t convince his senior officers, she judged he was also resourceful enough to work out a way around them. At least, she hoped he was.

      “Why would he listen to me?” He baulked.

      “Tell them the request is from me,” she said. “Do your best, Tiercelin, then come back here.”

      Tiercelin nodded sharply and leapt into the air, fighting his way back towards the city. She turned to the others. “The rest of you—can you swim?”

      “We’re Dock City humans,” Zamaril said scornfully. “Of course we can swim.”

      “How do you want to approach it?” Theac asked, looking out over the steadily rising river to the Poor Quarter homes and shops.

      “Follow me.”

      She ran for the bridge. Already people were moving out of the slums, and they had to duck and weave, forcing the pace. Once they reached the other side of the bridge, she moved off the road and away from the foot traffic, the Wolves gathering around her.

      Raising her voice to be heard, she issued her commands. “Until the waters rise too high, we’ll work on foot. We aim to warn those who can get out on their own, and help anyone sick or unable to walk unaided, starting with those closest to the riverbank and working backwards through the area Halun described. Theac, is there a central place in the city to send everyone? Some place on high ground where it will be warm and dry?”

      “The town hall,” he said. “It’s big enough to fit hundreds of people and it’s in the highest section of the city, near the wall. There are stores of food and blankets there.”

      “Perfect. For those you’re able to warn, tell them to head for the Town Hall. Yell if you get into difficulty and need help. Any questions?”

      There weren’t any. The urgency of the situation had wiped away their disgruntlement and poor attitudes, revealing four men who were accustomed to difficulty and hardship and knew how to keep a straight head in a crisis. She hadn’t seen that in them before.

      Her initial instincts had been right about each of them. No matter how little they wanted it, they might one day make excellent protective guards. She forced an encouraging smile to her face. “Let’s go.”

      Halun launched into movement, his big strides quickly carrying him away from them. Corrin and Theac weren’t far behind. Zamaril moved to follow them, but Talyn reached out to take his arm. “You know this area, correct?”

      He nodded, meeting her gaze unflinchingly. “I grew up here.”

      “Even with a smaller area to cover, five of us isn’t enough to help everyone, not once those banks completely burst. If you grew up here, you know where to find those in the Shadowhawk’s network.” She figured they were also accustomed to working under pressure and would likely know the area and its residents even better than Zamaril. And when lives were on the line, she would use any resource available to her.

      “Some of them.” Not even an attempt to prevaricate, not in a crisis, despite the risk to himself admitting it caused. Her estimation of the thief went up.

      “Find them. Tell them to start running, warning as many homes as they can farther back in the quarter. You were right before, a lot of them will be sheltering inside, unaware the banks are about to burst. Everyone in the western slums needs to get out, or at least move into the eastern half of the quarter where ground is higher.”

      He nodded. “I can do that.”

      “Good, go. Tell them to hurry, Zamaril!” Talyn moved to follow the Wolves, but Zamaril’s voice stopped her.

      “Captain?”

      “What is it?”

      “Thank you. There are even folks in Dock City who wouldn’t bother with the slums.”

      “Nobody is more deserving of help than anyone else, Zamaril. Now go.”

      The Wolves were already a good distance ahead. She ran after them down the incline sloping away from the bridge and onto the main street running along the river’s edge. Here water already covered the ground, lapping at the bottoms of her boots and turning the surface into a muddy bog.

      People clogged the road, moving out of their homes and shops in a steady trickle. Theac was checking through the houses right on the river, so she turned right, into a narrower street.

      The surface under her feet was muddy and uneven, a sewer running down each side. The homes were built from wood, most constructed unevenly from whatever materials had been available at the time. Not all had complete roofing.

      She reached the end of the street and banged loudly on the door of the last house. When nobody answered, she pushed open the unlocked door and glanced inside. It was empty, its occupants already gone.

      In the next house along, an old woman sat huddled in her bed, staring fearfully out the window.

      “Is anybody else here?” Talyn asked gently.

      She shook her head vigorously, looking up at Talyn with worried eyes. “I can’t walk very well anymore. I thought it safer to stay in here where it’s dry.”

      “It’s not safe to stay, the river is flooding.” Talyn held out her hand. “Come with me, I’ll help get you somewhere safe.”

      The woman stared at her for a long moment before pushing off her threadbare blanket and stretching out her arm. Talyn grasped the fragile hand and helped the woman to her feet. Once she was steady, Talyn took the blanket from the bed and wrapped it around her thin shoulders. With Talyn taking most of her weight, they inched their way back up the street towards the bridge.

      Tiercelin was just landing. He was soaked and shivering, but his shoulders straightened when he caught sight of Talyn. “The City Patrol are headed to Wharf Street.” He hesitated. “I couldn’t find Tye, so I just went straight to the group the Falcon sent down from the citadel.”

      “Good work,” she approved. “This lady can’t walk unaided. Can you fly her to Town Hall?”

      The woman shook her head, every inch of her turning stiff with reluctance at the sight of one of the winged folk. She huddled closer to Talyn.

      “It’s all right,” Talyn murmured. “He won’t hurt you.”

      “Where is he taking me?” The woman’s trembling voice was barely audible above the wind and rain.

      “Somewhere safe and dry. It’s going to be okay.” Talyn shot a look towards Tiercelin. Help me out here!

      “What about my house?” She started sobbing, a frail, wretched sound.

      “It’s going to be all right.” Tiercelin stepped forward to gently take her hand. “You’ll see. I’m going to take you somewhere warm and safe.” He smiled then, flooding the woman with his winged folk beauty even in his bedraggled state. “All right, now, you just have to hold tight onto me. That’s right. Don’t let go.”

      Talyn stayed only long enough to see Tiercelin grip the woman tightly and launch into the air before turning around. On her way back along the street she passed Theac herding two small children. A strong wind had kicked up, flipping back her cloak so the driving rain got underneath, soaking through her coat and shirt.

      The next two houses in her street were empty, and by the time she got to the fourth house, the water was rising above her ankles. She glanced down towards the river—it was flowing freely over the banks, the entire road along the bank now under water. It was beginning to collect debris and send it flooding down the streets too, bits of wood, plants, other rubbish. Rain continued to fall and the waterfall roared. Dread clutched at her chest.

      This was going to get much worse before it got better.

      She waded through murky water in the next house, helping a mother and two children out and up to the bridge. The mother was sick, racking coughs shuddering her too-thin frame. Talyn didn’t like leaving her to make the trek to Town Hall unaided but something told her there would be others in worse condition and she wanted to preserve Tiercelin’s strength for them.

      In the distance was Halun, his bulk wading easily through the water, a shivering man in his arms. He’d found a makeshift raft from somewhere and was dragging it behind him with a piece of thick rope. Two young women sat on it, soaked and pale, faces tight with fear.

      Corrin shepherded a group of beggar children out of a ramshackle building close to the riverbank. More residents were making their own way out as it became obvious the water level was going to keep rising and they saw the Wolves escorting people to higher ground.

      “Could we use boats?” Talyn asked Halun when they came together, liking his raft idea.

      “I thought of that, Captain, but most of the fishing vessels moored nearby have either been washed away or are too large to use in these narrow streets. And looking for others could take a lot of time.”

      The water had soaked through Talyn’s boots and added weight to her legs as she waded back through to the final houses in her street. Many of them were derelict and hadn’t been lived in for months. She waded from door to door, calling out for anyone who remained. They were all empty.

      “This one’s done,” she shouted to Halun as she waded back out to the main road.

      He nodded, voice lifting over the waterfall and rain. “Then we’ve cleared all the streets leading off this main river road. We can start moving further back.”

      Theac came sloshing over before she could go anywhere. “Look.”

      She and Halun both glanced up at the bridge where Theac was pointing. People were streaming onto it now, all coming from farther back in the quarter. Parents carried or led children, older folk supported each other, while others moved under their own steam. All were soaked and shivering, most of them too-thin and not properly clothed, but they were alive.

      “Someone’s warning the rest of the slums.” Halun’s voice rang with relief.

      “That’s Zamaril’s work.” She couldn’t help her smile. “Come on, let’s make sure nobody gets left behind.”

      

      She rescued two small children before the water rose to her waist. Shivering wracked her soaked body—despite the physical exercise, the wind was growing cold, and so was the water she was wading through.

      When next she saw Tiercelin, he was struggling. He’d continued to fly those who couldn’t walk unaided to Town Hall, and she wondered at the strength it must take to battle the strong winds while carrying the weight of another human. His grit bolstered her, and she waded determinedly further back into the Poor Quarter.

      Several steps later, she was almost knocked off her feet as a wave of water washed right up to her hips. She gasped at the coldness of it, then gritted her teeth and pushed open the door of the next house.

      This one was empty too, though she wasted precious time slogging through waist-deep water to check every room. A heavy object—a wheel torn from a cart, it looked like—hit her in the legs as another wave of floodwater washed through the front door when she attempted to leave, knocking her off her feet.

      She went down, water rushing over her head, choking as muddy water ran down her throat. It took a few seconds to get her feet back under her and then lift her head clear. The water steadily continued to rise, and her teeth were beginning to chatter.

      Talyn checked the final house on the street and found it empty, before struggling back up to higher ground, where Tiercelin stood at the bridge, trembling. His arms were wrapped tightly around himself, hair slicked to his skull, great grey wings bedraggled.

      “It’s rising too fast,” he said. “I don’t think you’re going to have time to check them all.”

      Talyn glanced with dread down at the cold, dark water that inched higher with every second that passed. What terror must anyone still left in the quarter be feeling? Movement caught her eye—Corrin staggering up, one arm wrapped around an elderly man hobbling along gamely beside him.

      The stream of people from further inside the quarter had slowed significantly, but two men were dragging a small boat down from the bridge and onto the water. Once they were onboard, they began rowing towards a series of buildings Talyn and her Wolves hadn’t gotten to yet.

      “Shadowhawk’s people,” Zamaril said at her side, having arrived without her noticing. “They’ll deal with the southwestern area. We just have to focus on this part.”

      “I’m going to have to start swimming,” she said, pulling off her heavy cloak and unlacing her boots. The tunic went too, until she was clad only in her wet shirt and breeches. “Damn, it’s getting cold!”

      “We’ve been colder before.” Sari’s voice offered cheerfully, before disappearing as quickly as she had come. They had. Even now, it was more the change from such thick heat that made her feel cold. Compared to winter in the Twin Thrones, it was still warm.

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Tiercelin said worriedly. “What about the debris? The current looks like it’s only getting stronger.”

      “It’s not over yet,” she said. “There could be more people trapped down there.”

      “The captain’s right,” Corrin added. “Living in the Poor Quarter doesn’t make them worth less than anybody else. We can’t save everyone, but we should go on as long as we can.”

      Zamaril simply began yanking off his boots.

      Tiercelin nodded. “You get them out of those houses, and I’ll get those that can’t walk to safety. Deal?”

      The three of them smiled at the winged man. “Deal.”

      Tiercelin stepped forward to take the man Corrin was leading, and then lifted into the air without another word. Corrin saw Talyn had stripped and began doing the same. He didn’t miss Talyn’s concerned look.

      “Don’t worry. I spent my boyhood free diving in the bay with my da for fish. I’m a strong swimmer.” His confident smile was at odds with his soaked, shivering frame, but it lessened her concern nonetheless.

      Together they waded back into the water. As soon as it reached her chest, Talyn began to swim. It was easier to manoeuvre this way, and faster too, though she was forced to expend extra energy on avoiding the various debris being carried along by the floodwater.

      She swam towards the houses most in danger, diving under the water to get through the door then surfacing inside the house. There was a man in this one, but he was already dead, floating amidst a tin cooking pan and a wooden basket. His skin was blue. Talyn’s heart clenched in despair, but she had no choice but to leave the body there and keep looking.

      She ran into Theac a few moments later. He had stripped and was swimming also, clearly looking for her. They tread water in the middle of the street. She hoped she didn’t look as blue with cold as he did.

      “I’ve just been up on the clear ground,” he shouted. “It’s going to get too dangerous down here soon. Once the bank bursts completely, the river will turn into rapids, and that’s going to make this flooded area a whirlpool of dangerous currents, especially if the wind doesn’t die down.”

      She nodded. “We’ll keep going as long as we can.”

      “Captain.” His hand reached out to grab her wrist. “We are responsible for the safety of our wing.”

      His words checked her like a slap to the face. She wasn’t a Callanan warrior, responsible only to her partner anymore. She couldn’t use the lives of her wing as recklessly as she might use her own. Guilt hammered at her, along with a surge of fear of making another mistake.

      “You make the call when to pull them out,” she said, meeting his eyes. “I’ll trust the decision to you.”

      “Aye, Captain.” He let her go, and they parted ways.

      Talyn swam into another house. Her teeth had stopped chattering, which probably wasn’t a good sign, and her limbs were becoming sluggish. One look at her hands showed blue, wrinkled skin. Gritting her teeth, she forced the lethargy away.

      Then she saw the small boy. He was struggling, trying to keep his head above water, but beginning to tire. Talyn surfaced beside him, and her heart clenched at the look of utter relief on his face. She took a strong hold around his waist.

      “Can you hold your breath while we swim under the door? It won’t be long.”

      He nodded, eyes fixed on her face. She smiled reassuringly at him and kicked down, taking him with her. She swam as quickly as she could out the door, then surfaced on the other side. The boy started breathing again immediately, though his teeth chattered with cold.

      Back where Tiercelin was waiting, the water was now up to his knees. He took the boy securely in his arms and smiled in reassurance. The boy smiled tiredly and snuggled into his chest.

      “Wait until I return before you go back in, Captain.” Tiercelin gripped her shoulder, forcing her to meet his eyes. He was haggard, his face pale and wet, his eyes showing dark shadows. His arms and shoulders trembled with the strain of carrying so many people. “You’re too cold. Stay out a few minutes and warm yourself up or you’ll be no good to anyone.”

      He was right, reluctant as she was to admit it. She busied herself rubbing arms and legs vigorously, restoring warmth as much as was possible in the wind and rain. Halun appeared, sloshing out of the water. He carried a woman in his arms, and a girl hung off his back with her arms locked around his neck. Clinging to the waist of his pants was a skinny youth. Theac, Zamaril and Corrin were behind him, leading or carrying another three people each.

      “We’ve got them all,” Theac said wearily. “This lot are the remaining inhabitants. They’d all gone to shelter together at some place they thought would be safe.”

      “The Shadowhawk’s people are out too. It’s getting too dangerous even for the boat,” Zamaril added. “I think we’ve covered as much as we can. We just have to hope those living on the eastern side of the quarter have stayed on high ground.”

      He stood with his head hanging, shoulders sagging forward. Theac and Corrin were hunched over their knees from pure exhaustion. Talyn felt like doing the same. Halun stood tall, a tower of strength.

      “Take a breather,” she said. “We’ll escort them up to Town Hall together when Tiercelin gets back.”

      It wasn’t long before Tiercelin appeared in the sky, battered about by the wind as he fought to fly a steady course. This time when he landed, he was out of breath, his entire body trembling.

      “This is it,” she told him. “Why don’t you take a break from flying and walk back with us?”

      “Sounds... good.” He gasped, waving a hand when she gave him a concerned look. “Just... catching my breath.”

      They had no sooner begun walking over the bridge when a man came running towards them from the direction of the city, eyes wide with what looked like panic. He was middle-aged, too thin as with many of the folk she’d seen tonight, his brown hair plastered to his skull.

      “My babies,” he cried. “Have you got my babies?”

      They were all momentarily frozen by the man’s approach, minds sluggish from cold and exhaustion. All except Halun. The big man stepped forward and laid a hand on his arm.

      “What’s wrong, sir?”

      “My babies.” He was distraught. “I left them... I was working in the city tonight... I left them here at home. Did you find them? Where are they?”

      “How old are your children? Tell me what they look like,” Halun commanded gently.

      He scrubbed at his face, struggling to focus. “Twins, ten years old. They both have blonde hair, curly, too long, it always needs cutting…” He took a shuddering breath, as if realising he was rambling. “Their names are Miekl and Lana. Please tell me you found them?”

      Talyn shot a questioning glance at the Wolves—she didn’t recognise those descriptions. They shook their heads too. “They must still be down there,” she said quietly to Theac.

      Her second nodded and turned back to the man. “Which house do you live in? We’ll go and get your children for you.”

      “That one.” He pointed to one of the houses, only four blocks back from the river. The water was almost up to the roof. Talyn cursed inwardly—how had they missed it?

      “I’ll get them,” she said quickly, sharing a look with Theac. It was too dangerous to allow anyone else to attempt. “The rest of you head to Town Hall.”

      “It’s too dangerous,” Theac said flatly. “I’ll go.”

      “Theac, I’m Callanan. I know you don’t understand what that means, but trust me, I’ve been trained for situations like this. I’m ordering you to leave. I’ll see you up at Town Hall.”

      “Captain!” Corrin raised his voice to capture her attention. “There isn’t enough time. Look at the waterfall.”

      The cascading water was now at least triple its usual volume. On the western bank of the Rush, the river had risen over halfway up the levee. There was no more eastern bank—the river had turned into a churning beast, full of debris and powerful currents. It flowed down into the Poor Quarter, seething around buildings and streets alike.

      “Go!” she shouted. “That’s an order.”

      She didn’t stay to argue further, wading back into the water and diving under before coming up and swimming strongly towards the house the man had pointed out. A distant roaring sound came to her ears—the rapids were getting worse.

      She dug deep, increasing her speed. The water lapped at the roof of the house. She took a deep breath and dived down, seeking the doorway with her hands. Eventually she found it and swam through. Her breath burned in her chest, and spots danced before her eyes. She kicked upwards, desperately seeking air. Finally, her head broke through, mere inches from the ceiling. She looked around, seeing nothing in the living room.

      Another few gulps of air and she was diving again, heading for where she hoped the children’s bedroom would be. She swam for what seemed like forever in the black water, eventually surfacing in another room at the back of the house.

      There were two dark shapes in the corner. Shouting the children’s names, she swam towards them. A small cry answered her back. She came up beside them, relief flooding her.

      “Are you all right?”

      “We were waiting for Pa to come and get us.” The twins chattered over each other in their fear and exhaustion. “So we were floating, like he taught us at the beach.”

      “I’m going to get you out of here.” She summoned a reassuring smile for them. “I want each of you to grab my shirt, and don’t let go.”

      The walls shuddered, and fear spiked in Talyn. She managed to get the children out the front door, and then looked wildly around. The flooding waters had turned into a raging torrent. There was no way she was going to get herself and two small children back to high ground before it hit.

      One of the houses nearby was larger than the rest, its roof still above the water line. She made sure the twins were still holding on tight, then towed them towards the roof.

      “Can you climb up there?” she asked, trying to keep the urgency from her face and voice so as not to panic them. Her teeth chattered loudly and her limbs were growing numb. They nodded, afraid despite her forced confidence. Lana went first, her feet digging into Talyn’s shoulders as she climbed up and onto the roof. Miekl followed after. The twins huddled at the edge, arms wrapped tightly around each other.

      “Climb right up to the highest point,” Talyn shouted as the onrush of rapids screamed towards them. “As high as you can. Hurry!”

      It hit Talyn before she could climb onto the roof too. The force of the rushing water slammed into her body, tearing her away from the house. She struggled, then cried out in pain as her knee slammed into something hard and unyielding.

      Water was everywhere, over her head and rushing into her mouth and nose. She choked, spitting out muddy water, and tried to float, but the water was too rough. The fierce current held her in its grip, and she wasn’t strong enough to swim out of it. Again, the water covered her head, and she had to exert all her strength to struggle back to the surface.

      Her reserves of strength were almost gone. She’d fought hard against the currents for what seemed like hours now, and the cold had sapped the energy from her muscles. Her head began to sink again, and she didn’t have the will to rise. Her arms struggled weakly for a few moments, but then she began to sink, water running into her nose and mouth. Blackness appeared at the edge of her vision.

      Realisation finally hit that she might die here. Without thinking she opened her mouth to shout Sari’s name, instinct telling her that her partner would be nearby, already coming to help. Instead water rushed into her lungs.

      Because Sari was gone, dead because of Talyn. Because she’d been overconfident. The knowledge was crushing and for a moment she stopped fighting entirely, the absence of her partner a deep, gnawing grief, a hole in her chest that would never heal.

      Her eyes slid closed.
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      Strong arms wrapped about Talyn’s waist, and she was hauled bodily towards the surface. Her head broke into clear air, and she gasped for breath, the arms still locked bruisingly tight around her. The water in her lungs stifled her breathing and she convulsed, gagging.

      Focused on the burning in her lungs, the choking need for air, she barely noticed as she was towed through the water. Her rescuer struggled against the strong current, but he or she was fresher than Talyn, and managed to drag them both out of the water’s grip and up onto higher ground.

      The arms loosened from her waist, and she slumped into the mud, spitting and retching river water until her lungs were clear.

      Her entire body trembled—she’d been inches from death.

      Once she’d emptied her lungs and stomach of muddy river water and could breathe again, she dragged herself to her hands and knees, then forced herself to her feet, wanting to know who’d plucked her from the river. A man stood nearby, as soaked and covered in mud as she was, watching her carefully. His face was hidden by a dripping black mask. The usual cloak hung, soaked through, around his tall form. How had he swum in that?

      “Didn’t realise you had a death wish, Captain Dynan.”

      Shocked, she backed up a step, the effort launching another coughing fit. “Shadowhawk? What are you doing here?”

      Instead of responding, he looked her over. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine, thanks to you.” She paused, then a sudden, urgent thought occurred to her. “What about the children? Were they swept away too? Are they all right?”

      He nodded, raising a hand to forestall her flood of desperate questions. “I got them clear before you, though it meant you almost died before I could get back to you. They’re safe, just over there.”

      She glanced at where he pointed; the twins sat with their arms wrapped around each other, looking scared and cold but very much alive. Her shoulders sagged with relief.

      Another few deep breaths and she had the strength to lift her head and study him for a minute. Despite being as dishevelled as she was, he was breathing easily. “I... you saved my life.”

      “I did.” He nodded. “Are you all right? No crippling injuries?”

      “No.” She visually checked herself over. “I’m fine. What are you doing out here?”

      “Well, you were the one who sent Zamaril to rouse my network to help clear people out of the slums.” He flashed a smile. “Thanks for that, by the way. But I’m here the same as you, Captain, to help where possible.”

      “You saved their lives as well as mine.” She gestured to the twins. “Thank you.”

      “All in a day’s work.” More glibness. “Now, there are fishermen stuck out at sea who were returning with the day’s catch when this wild weather started up, so if you can walk, I’m going to leave you to get the children to safety and try and round up some more of my network to go and help them.”

      She hesitated. She should be doing more, asking him questions, but she was still exhausted and shaken, and the children were in danger of getting ill if they stayed out in the wet and cold too much longer. So instead she just nodded. “I’ll make sure they’re okay.”

      “Goodbye, Captain Dynan.” He paused as he turned away, glancing back. “And thank you for your help tonight. You and your Wolves saved many lives that I could not.”

      He strode off before Talyn could say another word.

      

      Talyn limped through Dock City, a twin clinging to each hand. She avoided Wharf Street in the hopes Patrolmen would be busy sandbagging and not wanting to interrupt them. Since the Wolves had left Corrin’s home hours earlier, someone had been out lighting covered lamps along the main thoroughfares of the Market Quarter. Not that she could see anyone. Rain drove across the empty streets, pattering incessantly on the cobblestones.

      Her knee was swollen and aching and her body wouldn’t stop trembling. After what felt like an interminable period of trudging through the sleeting rain, the twins helpfully calling out directions, the hall came into sight.

      The road curved upwards to where a large brick structure stood on a section of high ground close to the base of the wall. Lamps lit up the area surrounding it, and she trudged towards it gratefully.

      A wall of warm air and the hum of conversation greeted her as she walked through the open door. People filled the large space inside, most sitting huddled in small groups, many wrapped in thick blankets. Fires had been lit at both ends of the hall, casting a rosy glow over the interior. Talyn shivered, eyes closing momentarily as warm air brushed over her skin.

      The twins’ father had been hovering anxiously near the entrance. At the sight of them, he let out a cry and opened his arms. The twins let go of Talyn’s hands to bury themselves in their father’s embrace.

      Tiercelin appeared in front of her, wings rustling in agitation, relief evident on his features. “Thank goodness you're okay. You took so long... we were afraid… well, we—”

      “Captain!” Corrin's shout of greeting almost drowned out Tiercelin's words, given even more effect because he was usually such a quietly spoken youth. Theac strode at his side, Halun not far behind. She was surprised by how relieved they seemed at her appearance.

      “How's the sandbagging going?” she asked.

      “You can worry about that when you get warm.” Tiercelin waved at a nearby man and muttered a few words. In a few moments he was back, carrying a thick blanket. “Here, get this wrapped around you.”

      “What about the—”

      “Warm first,” Tiercelin said firmly. “The Shadowhawk has organised some of his network to help here. They've arranged dry clothes and blankets for the survivors and are getting started on hot soup and drinks.”

      She took the blanket Tiercelin was insistently proffering. “The Shadowhawk?”

      Corrin smirked. “The City Patrol are too busy sandbagging Wharf Street or looking after their own homes to notice.”

      “Okay then, we need to—”

      “I sent Tye to go up and check in with the Falcon. Figured the lad was the least likely to offend anyone up there,” Theac said. “The Falcon assured him that Prince Cuinn is safe—he’s posted some Falcons to keep an eye on him until the weather calms down.”

      Her mouth opened. Closed. “You did?”

      He nodded briskly. “Prince Cuinn is still our responsibility, Captain, and it’s my job to take care of things when you’re not available.”

      Talyn swallowed, reaching out to grip his shoulder in silent gratitude. She’d almost died earlier, and now she was suddenly, truly, wonderfully glad she hadn’t. That realisation rocked her, made her grip tighter than she’d intended, but he didn’t seem to notice. “Thanks, Theac.”

      

      Talyn found a quiet room and quickly changed out of her dripping clothes into some dry ones Corrin found for her. When she was done, she felt a little better, but her knee throbbed painfully. She limped out of the room, surveying the scene before her.

      Halun was lugging huge piles of chopped wood in to keep the fires going. Theac was deep in conversation with Andres Tye and another man she thought must be the Wall Quarter patrol commander. Zamaril had appeared—carrying mugs of steaming drink to those who didn’t have any yet.

      And most surprising of all, Tiercelin moved between those laid out on pallets, attending to injuries without hesitating over the fact it was humans he was helping. A flush of pleasure warmed her body. Her Wolves were good men. She was proud of them.

      She looked around for Corrin, and spotted him approaching her, carrying a steaming cup. “Here, drink some of this.”

      She cupped both hands around its blissful warmth and took a long swallow of the deliciously sweet kahvi. Its warmth spread through her, and the blanket and dry clothes helped, so that she felt she might finally get warm again.

      “Shall I get you another one, Captain?” Corrin offered once she’d drained the cup.

      “No, leave it for everyone else here. That’s plenty for me.”

      “Captain?” Tiercelin approached them, concern still written in his face as he studied her. “I noticed you limping before, did you hurt yourself?”

      “I got swept away by the rapids. My knee smashed into something.”

      “Sit down here, Captain.” He motioned her to a crate, and she did as he bade, glad to rest her aching legs. Once she was settled, he pointed to her left pants leg. “Do you mind?”

      “Go ahead.”

      Tiercelin knelt gracefully before her, wings resting loosely on the floor to either side of him, and with deft fingers rolled her pants up above her knee. It was swollen and purple, the bruising livid. His hands were cool as he gently palpated the injured area. “You've strained some ligaments, but I don’t think you’ve done any permanent damage. I’ll give it a treatment now, but you'll probably need a couple more before it will be fully healed.”

      His hands moved gently around her injury, eyes sliding closed in concentration. Talyn began to relax as warmth spread through her knee and the sharp ache began fading. She let her head loll back to rest on the wall behind her, eyes on Tiercelin as he worked.

      Suddenly his head flew back, eyes wide with shock, and he made a cutting motion with his hands, physically shifting away from her. She was so languid it took a moment for her to realise what was happening. By then Theac had already barked, “What is it, Tiercelin?

      “Captain, your magic...” His voice trailed off, something like shock and horror and wonder all mixed together filling his voice.

      “What magic?” She blinked at him.

      “You’re...” He frowned. “There’s a wound in your magic—a wide, gaping wound that festers.”

      “What are you talking about, lad?” Theac demanded.

      Ignoring him, Tiercelin turned pleading grey eyes to her. “What happened to you?”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” she said, genuinely puzzled.

      “You must,” he insisted. “My healing magic... it uses my body’s energy to help heal your physical wounds. But your magic is torn open just like a physical wound, like a ragged gash deep inside. It’s not healing. Captain, I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Her gaze caught on his, not knowing how to respond to his obvious distress. “I don’t know, Tiercelin. My Callanan magic allows me to create a shield of light like you’ve seen, that’s all. It’s not winged folk magic.”

      Tiercelin looked up and around, seeming to notice that the other Wolves were staring at him in concern. He turned back to her and whatever it was he’d been thinking or feeling faded away. He cleared his throat and shifted closer to her. “I’m sorry, Captain, maybe I’m wrong. I’ll keep working on your knee if that’s okay?”

      “Please, do,” she encouraged him. Whatever he’d been doing had felt wonderful.

      Tiercelin’s face was a mask of concentration as he worked on her knee. She wasn't exactly sure what he was doing—his hands performed quick movements around her knee without actually touching it.

      “It's aural healing.”

      Talyn looked up as Theac spoke, lifting an eyebrow in query.

      “It’s part of winged folk magic. Some of them have the ability to heal by working on the aura of a person. It's far more efficient and powerful than normal healing practices. Tiercelin is very talented.” There was no dislike or even the usual hint of contempt in Theac’s voice as he spoke of the winged Wolf, just a surprisingly genuine respect.

      Even so, Tiercelin flashed him a mildly irritated look. “There’s actually a lot more to it than that. But yes, Captain, those are the basics.”

      Tiercelin finished a few moments later. He made a cutting motion with his hands, then stood, his wings flaring for balance. The swelling around her knee had lessened substantially and the pain had dulled to a faint throb. Even the bruising didn’t look as severe. She flexed it gingerly—no pain, just stiffness.

      “That's amazing.” She smiled in wonder. “Tiercelin, you're a marvel!”

      Halun appeared before he could respond, a frown on his face that drew the pattern of his slave tattoo tight over his cheekbones. Andres Tye was at his side. He gave Talyn a smile of welcome despite the grim note to his voice when he spoke. “The Patrolmen and the townsfolk have managed to block up Wharf Street and Parlour Road, but the levees flooded just a short while ago, and now the flood is threatening via another route.”

      “Sailor Road?” Corrin asked.

      Tye nodded. “But we don’t have enough to hold it. The men sandbagging in the other two locations are only barely keeping the waters back. The rest of the Patrol is still up at the citadel. We can’t spare any of them to go to Sailor Road.”

      Talyn stood, expecting her knee to hurt, but it didn’t. “We'll go. Five of us is better than nothing. Hopefully the rains will stop soon and cut us a break.”

      “There are six of us, and you aren’t going anywhere on that knee,” Tiercelin said, suddenly assertive.

      She shook her head. “You need to stay here to look after the sick and injured. My knee will be fine, it doesn’t hurt anymore.”

      “No.” He shook his head stubbornly. “I'm one of the Wolves. That’s what you keep telling us, right? That we’re a wing?”

      Talyn hesitated, the same warmth from earlier filling her chest at Tiercelin’s declaration. A lump appeared in her throat, and she had to clear it before speaking. “Yes, that’s right.”

      “Then I'm coming with you. Give me a few minutes and I’ll find something to strap your knee with.”

      Tiercelin hurried off, not noticing the stares of the other four Wolves on his back. None of them said a word, but something indefinable had shifted. Theac cleared his throat, turning back to Talyn. “These people are wet and exhausted, and some of them ill or injured. Who's going to hand out blankets and hot food and drink if we go?”

      “I think I can manage to run things here,” Tye interjected with a smile. “And let’s have some faith in the city folk to help out their own.”

      “He’s right,” Talyn said, shooting Andres a grateful look. “It’s warm and dry in here, that’s the main thing. They’re all going to be in a lot more trouble if Sailor Road floods.”

      Halun reappeared. He was carrying Talyn’s Callanan cloak and boots. “We carried these back with us when you went after the children. I've managed to mostly dry your cloak. You'll probably need it.”

      “Thanks,” she said gratefully, replacing her blanket with the cloak. She felt better as soon as its weight settled around her shoulders.

      Tiercelin arrived soon after, efficiently strapping Talyn’s knee with some odd sort of stretchy material she’d never seen before. He caught at her arm as she went to follow the others, his voice dropping to an undertone only she could hear.

      “I can’t fix that deeper wound, Captain. That will take time and skill that I don’t have—but I know you were lying back there. From what I saw... I honestly don’t know how you function day to day with a spirit wound like that.”

      Spirit wound.

      Sari.

      She’d been a fool not to realise what he was talking about. The knowledge swept through her like a tide and she had to fight not to rock back on her feet. Unable to speak, she simply gave Tiercelin a nod and hurried after the others out the door.

      

      The rain was falling as strongly as ever. It beat at her the moment she stepped out, and she glanced longingly back at the warm interior of Town Hall. Then they turned a corner, and all was darkness.

      “How are we going to get sandbags down to Sailor Road quickly enough to be effective?” she asked Theac.

      “We’re not in the Poor Quarter anymore, Captain,” he said, a note of bitterness to his voice. “When the sandbag storehouses were set up, the planners put them close to the danger points in the Market, Dock and Wall Quarters. Sailor Road is the main link between the west bank of the Rush—where a lot of the smaller fishing boats dock—to the residential area of the Dock Quarter. There’s a storehouse right where we're going.”

      Not long after, they rounded a corner to see the water lapping up a wide road sloping downwards towards the western bank of the river. The warehouse stood at the top of the street. Theac’s quick shove showed the doors were locked.

      Talyn glanced at the rising water level, then at Halun. “Can you break them down?”

      The big man cracked his knuckles and nodded. He walked to the doors and leaned against them, pushing all his considerable strength into busting through. The wood bent inwards but didn't open. Halun strained harder, and Theac joined him, but it wouldn't budge. After a moment they stepped back.

      “It must be barred on the inside,” Theac said. “Solid steel, I'd say.”

      “You’re serious?” She stared at him. Six thrices! The insanity of it killed her.

      Zamaril swore, gave the doors a good kick. It didn’t help.

      “I don’t fancy standing in the rain and staring at the door while the water laps at my ankles,” Tiercelin said. “And here I was just beginning to think humans might be as smart and capable as us winged folk.”

      “Zamaril can do it,” Corrin said suddenly. He had been standing a little apart from them, gazing up at the windows.

      Zamaril spun, the surprise on his face turning into a secretive little smile. Corrin matched the smile with a grin. “You’re telling me the best thief in Dock City can’t climb up there, break in through a window, and unbar the doors from the inside?”

      “Those windows will be locked,” Theac said.

      Zamaril and Corrin both turned to give him a scornful glance, but it was Zamaril who spoke. “I've gotten through a hundred windows a lot more secure than that.”

      “How will you get up there?” Talyn asked, genuine concern in her voice. She’d seen Zamaril’s agility firsthand, but the rain was still pouring down and visibility was limited at best in the dark.

      He studied the wall with a practiced eye. “If Halun can give me a leg up to that drain, I can shimmy up to reach the lowest window. Once I'm there, it will be easy.”

      Without a word, Halun stepped forward and lifted Zamaril bodily onto his shoulders before moving to stand beneath the drainpipe. The thief gripped it firmly and scrambled upwards until he was just below the lowest window. Air gusted past Talyn's head as Tiercelin leapt into the air to hover beneath Zamaril.

      The thief twisted around to stare at him. Tiercelin gave him a little nod, then spread his arms—as if to say I got you if you fall.

      Zamaril gave a tiny nod in return, then focused his attention on the window, which he had open in seconds. Talyn and the others stood huddled outside, hunched in their cloaks, trying not to shiver. It took the thief several minutes, but he finally managed to unbar the doors from the inside. He emerged covered in dust and coughing, shooting them an indignant look as they pushed past him to get inside out of the rain.

      When Talyn took a deep breath, she also started coughing. The sandbags had evidently been in the warehouse for years and there was dust everywhere. There were plenty of them, however, stacked from floor to ceiling. She glanced back outside. “Does anybody have any sandbagging experience?”

      “We'll need to line them up between two solid points, so the water can’t flow around,” Theac said. “I'd suggest between the wall of this building, and that house across the street. They both have solid brick walls.”

      Without a word, Halun hefted two bags and turned to head back outside.

      Then stopped dead.

      Three men stood at the warehouse entrance, framed in the backdrop of darkness and sheeting rain, making it hard to see them properly.

      “Six people isn’t enough to sandbag this road as fast as it needs to be to keep ahead of the rising floodwater.” The Shadowhawk’s voice rang out. “Want some help?”

      Halun turned back to Talyn, one eyebrow raised. She gave him a little nod. The big man tossed his two sandbags to the Shadowhawk. He caught them and headed back out into the rain without a word. The two men with him moved inside, heading to grab their own bags. She recognised one of them—he made kahvi at one of the cafes in Dock City. Corrin had taken her there once.

      Petro? Or something like that.

      He gave her a little nod of acknowledgement as he passed her. She shook off her curiosity and went to get some sandbags.

      They had a flood to stop.

      

      The nine of them worked in a line, each stacking sandbags in their own section to make a wall across the road. Talyn worked at the end of the line, a wall on her right and Halun on her left—the former dock worker knew how to stack and could carry about six bags each trip, so his section of the wall rose far more rapidly than the rest of them.

      They were already exhausted from their rescue efforts earlier in the evening, so now they set a slow but steady pace. Too tired to talk or sing, the Wolves and the Shadowhawk’s people nonetheless worked in silent accord.

      It wasn’t long before Talyn’s back and shoulders were aching, and her knee began hurting again. Her section of the wall grew waist high, and the flood water lapped about half way up. They were just managing to keep ahead of the flow. Halun noted her renewed limp and began dumping half his load next to her each time he came back from the warehouse.

      “You shouldn't be walking on that knee, Captain,” he said with a rare smile. “I can carry enough for both of us.”

      The night passed into the early hour before dawn, and still they worked. It became a sheer effort of will to keep mechanically stacking the bags that Halun dropped beside her. They just barely kept ahead of the flooding waters.

      Then, as blue light started filtering across the sky, the rain stopped.

      One moment it was pouring down on them, and then there was nothing. The wind died almost as quickly, so that a sudden silence descended on the road. Talyn kept sandbagging for a few moments before she realised, then Halun touched her shoulder. She looked up groggily. The flood waters were lapping near the top of their wall, but they’d stopped rising.

      The Shadowhawk straightened too, lifting his gaze to the sky before it returned to land on hers. “I think that’s our cue. It’s been a pleasure, Wolves.”

      He was gone without another word, the two men of his network following suit. All three separated at the top of the street, going in different directions. Talyn straightened, swearing as her back and shoulders cracked painfully. Zamaril let out an almighty groan and collapsed against the wall, rubbing his shoulders.

      “Is it really over?” Corrin whispered, his voice dry. He swayed on trembling legs, dark hair plastered to his forehead, eyes hollow from exhaustion.

      Theac gave his soaked-through cloak a dark look. “I think I'm about to start sprouting moss.”

      For some reason, they all found his comment hilarious. Tiercelin started it, laughing out loud at the words. Corrin joined in next, shaking so much with laughter that he had to sit down. Soon they were all sitting there on the wet cobblestones, sagging in exhaustion against the wall of sandbags, laughing themselves silly.

      “I need some sleep,” Theac said eventually, when the laughter stopped. “And some kahvi.”

      “And some dry clothes.” Zamaril smirked.

      Theac snorted and allowed his head to thump back against the sandbags.

      Talyn dragged herself to her feet. “As much as I like the idea of sitting out here in the wet and cold, I like the idea of a hot fire better. Our work here is done.”

      Zamaril groaned loudly as he rose to his feet. “How far is it back to Town Hall?”

      

      The hall was just as they left it; warm and dry. Exhausted as they were, they consciously quickened their pace when it came into sight around the corner. Talyn stopped dead just inside the doorway.

      All the children were sitting together wrapped in blankets in a semi-circle around a small group of musicians at the top of the hall. They sat on stools. A couple were playing fiddles, one a small guitar. Another sang softly. The sick and injured had pulled their pallets closer so that they could listen, and they lay there watching with sleepy eyes.

      The healthy adults were tending the wounded and passing around steaming mugs of kahvi and hot soup. They tapped their feet to the music as they walked around, singing along to parts they knew.

      Talyn wondered at it. At how music was like breathing to Mithranans—and it wasn’t just a winged folk thing, despite how some of them had magic in their voices.

      Andres came straight over, calling out to a few of the helpers to bring some food for them. “You made it.”

      “Just.” Talyn smiled. “Thank you for handling things here.”

      He waved a hand. “I had the easy job. Your wing saved a lot of homes and lives last night, Captain.”

      As the Wolves were gratefully accepting mugs of hot soup, starving after the long night, the Patrolmen who had been sandbagging Wharf Street and Parlour Road began trickling in. Despite their extreme weariness they stood together in groups around one of the fires in the hall, sipping soup and chatting quietly.

      “All I want to do is fall into my bed and sleep for a month.” Corrin yawned. “But there's absolutely no way I could manage to walk up the wall.”

      Talyn was summoning the strength to inform them that yes, they were going to have to make the walk back up the wall when she was forestalled by a deep voice behind them.

      “If I may?” She spun to find a huge bear of a man, complete with a neatly trimmed but bushy beard and a receding hairline. The amiability of his expression belied his intimidating appearance.

      “Mayor Doran.” Theac straightened. Something in how quickly he’d responded told Talyn he liked and respected this man.

      “Theac.” The mayor nodded, then offered his hand to Talyn. “Captain, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you. I’m the mayor of this fine town. I can’t thank you enough for the help you and your Wolves provided last night.” His lips twitched as he spoke, as if in some private amusement. “Justus Doran.”

      “Talyn Dynan.” She shook his hand, hers almost entirely swallowed by his firm grip. “And we just pitched in where we could. It was a bad night weather-wise.”

      “To be frank, you all look exhausted. My wife and I are going to be here most of the day helping to sort things out, find shelter for those who have lost homes and so on. I’d be pleased to offer you my home to go and clean up and get some rest. Theac knows where it is.”

      “We couldn’t possibly, sir.” Theac looked horrified at the thought.

      “On the contrary, it’s the least we can do,” Doran said gently. “There are guest rooms on the second floor, you’re welcome to all of them. And feel free to make use of our bathing rooms and the well-stocked larder. I suspect once you’ve cleaned up and rested, you’ll be looking for something to eat.”

      “Thank you, sir,” she agreed with alacrity, delighted that she wouldn’t have to walk all the way back to her bed in the citadel. “That sounds wonderful.”

      The mayor’s house was a block away from Town Hall, a brick home rising three stories high. One of the mayor’s servants, warned of their arrival, let them in and showed them the way to the second floor. The remnants of adrenalin faded as they trudged up the stairs and separated into individual rooms.

      Talyn chose a room in the corner of the house, looking out on the street below and the sparkling ocean beyond. The view occupied her for only a few seconds, however. The large, double bed looked far more enticing. She dropped her cloak in the middle of the floor, tugged off her boots, and crawled under the blankets.

      She was asleep before her head hit the pillow.
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      Talyn awoke late in the morning, pleasantly warm and sleepy. After a few moments of dozing, she stretched out languidly, pleased that her knee was only slightly sore. She threw the covers off and loped to the window. Her back and shoulders had stiffened during her sleep, and she stretched out, trying to work out the soreness. Then she caught a whiff of herself and grimaced. Her muddy clothes smelled bad.

      Exploring the room, she found a door leading into a bathing area. It was tiled in pure white, and a small bathtub sat under the window. A fluffy white robe hung on the back of the door. Not wanting to bother the servants to bring hot water for the tub, she stripped off her muddy clothes and washed with the large jug of cold water by the sink.

      This was the first instance she’d seen of wealth in Dock City. The mayor’s home was large, but for guest rooms to have their own individual bathing rooms… that spoke of money. It made her wonder what the source of the mayor’s wealth was. He’d seemed a lovely man, but first impressions weren’t always correct, and she couldn’t help but think of comments Theac and Tye and others had made, how some city officials took bribes from the winged folk.

      Once done, flesh chilled, she leaned over the bath and poured the remnants of the jug through her hair, rinsing it as best she could. Then, mostly clean, she shrugged on one of the thick white robes and brushed the knots out of her hair, then left it out to dry before venturing out of her room to see if anybody else was up and about. The floor was silent and empty. She padded down the hall, the carpet soft on her bare feet.

      At the top of the stairs, a delicious smell accosted her, wafting up from below. Her stomach rumbled, reminding her that she was starving. She followed the smell to the bottom of the stairs, through a comfortable living area, and into the kitchen.

      Halun stood by a cooking fire, deftly scrambling eggs in a pan. Theac was beside him, heating water for tea and monitoring several slices of bread grilling near the eggs.

      “Morning,” Talyn greeted them, taking in a deep breath of the delicious smell.

      “It’s actually almost afternoon,” Theac grumbled, but it was good-natured. “We were about to come and wake you for breakfast. It's almost done.”

      “Are there any other supplies around?”

      Halun nodded and pointed silently to the larder. She smiled at him and went to investigate. Halun’s reluctance to speak had become a natural part of the wing, something she—and she guessed the others too—found a comfort. It was nice to not always be chattering. Not that she hadn’t noticed Halun spoke more often as time passed. But only when it was just them. He remained mostly mute when they were around others.

      She raided the larder for a small pile of ingredients, then lugged them back into the kitchen and dumped them next to the cook fire beside Halun’s. The kitchen was so big that she had plenty of room to work, throwing together her ingredients and stirring thoroughly.

      “Where did you two learn to cook anyway?” she asked as they worked.

      Theac gave her a sour look. “I’m making toast, Captain.”

      A trill of laughter inside her head. “I don’t remember a time you made toast without burning it to a crisp.”

      “Yes, all right,” she said good-naturedly. “Even so. I’ve been told I am incapable of successfully toasting bread.”

      “My mother taught me to cook.”

      As always, Talyn was a little taken aback by the cultured smoothness of the big man’s voice, and in this case, even more surprised. She hadn’t expected him to answer. She and Theac carefully remained silent and casual as he continued.

      “I had three sisters and four brothers, and Mama was a slave too, so she had to try and make the food rations she received enough for all of us until we were old enough to start working too. Then we could earn our own rations.” Halun kept turning the eggs. “Eggs were her favourite. Mine too.”

      Talyn thought she might snap the handle off her pan, the fury that swept through her was so powerful. Yet anger wasn’t going to help Halun. From Theac’s suddenly stiffened shoulders, she suspected he was feeling the same way. She cleared her throat. “Did your mother make them with oil or butter? I always preferred oil.”

      A little smile flickered over the big man’s face. “Me too, Captain. But she loved butter.”

      “Butter is so much better.”

      “Shush, you.”

      A moment of comfortable silence fell, but then the tell-tale rustle of feathers sounded at the doorway.

      “Pancakes!” Tiercelin’s voice rang out a moment later, gleeful with delight.

      She glanced at him. Had she finally found a food both winged folk and humans ate? “Would you mind flipping these while I make more mixture so there’s enough for everyone?”

      He came to stand beside her, flicking wet hair out of his eyes. She glared at him when she was showered with water droplets, but he only grinned back at her and began to rather clumsily flip pancakes. She swallowed a smile. It was unlikely Tiercelin had ever had to cook in his life.

      Corrin and Zamaril appeared soon after. They took in the scene in the kitchen and went to investigate the larder for themselves. When they re-appeared with their own supplies, Halun looked at his eggs and sighed thoughtfully. They were cooked, so he shovelled them into a tray and kept them warm over the embers of his fire. Then he went back into the larder to get more eggs.

      None of them made snarky or otherwise negative comments about the well-stocked nature of the mayor’s larder, though she kept anticipating Zamaril or Theac to come out with something at any second.

      So they liked the mayor despite his wealth. Interesting.

      A half-turn later, they all sat down to a meal of Halun's eggs—some with butter, some with oil—Theac's toast and tea, Talyn's pancakes, Corrin’s cold ham cuts and Zamaril's fried mushrooms and tomatoes.

      The Wolves ate, chatted and laughed, all picking on each other's food, especially Theac's overly sweet tea. Halun consumed about three times more than the rest of them, then sat back in his chair with a satisfied sigh.

      For her part, Talyn sat mostly silent amongst it all, muscles aching pleasantly with weariness, food warm in her belly, and for a moment, not weighed down with grief.

      Eventually, Theac pushed away his empty plate with a regretful sigh. “We should get going if we’re going to fit our afternoon training in. We’ve already missed the morning session. I want to make sure we get that sabai sideways shuffle perfected before the game.”

      “Right.” Corrin nodded, picking up his own plate and Halun’s and heading to the sink. Chairs creaked as Tiercelin and Halun rose to help him clear up. “The game is the day after tomorrow.”

      Talyn eyed them suspiciously. Where was this sudden enthusiasm for training coming from? “No training today. We need rest after last night, or we'll never make it through a game.”

      Theac cleared his throat. “Mayor Doran sent a message while you were sleeping. He says he and his wife will be busy at Town Hall until late, so we’re welcome to rest here for the afternoon.”

      All gazes swung to Talyn. She certainly didn’t feel up to the wall walk yet and was happy to accomplish that after some more rest. “Then it’s sorted. We’ll rest this afternoon and head back up this evening.”

      

      She was delighted to find a library in the house and spent the early part of the afternoon curled up in the living room reading. Outside the sky was a cloudless blue, as if the heavy rainclouds of the day and night before had never been. The humidity had returned with a vengeance too.

      “Just a preview of what’s to come,” Theac said when she expressed surprise. “Although the amount of rain we got yesterday and last night will be spread out over a week or more once the monsoon season arrives properly.”

      One of the mayor’s servants had washed all their clothes, and after hanging out in the hot and humid morning sun, they had already dried.

      Andres Tye stopped by mid-afternoon to let them know that the floods were quickly receding now the rain had stopped, and the rest of the City Patrol had been released from the citadel.

      “Not that many of mine are pleased about being told to help mop and sweep with the clean-up. Lucky Captain Finnus is home with the gout once again and left me in charge,” he said cheerfully. “Speaking of which, I’d best get back to the Market Quarter and make sure they’re not slacking off.”

      “Has Captain Doljen set his men to helping too?” Theac asked. “The Dock Quarter was probably the worst hit outside the Poor Quarter.”

      Tye shook his head. “Some of his off-duty men are helping out, but that’s all.”

      “He’s a good lad,” Theac said as they watched Tye leave from the front porch.

      Talyn flashed him a smile before going back inside. “I’m not surprised. It was you that trained him.”

      

      Halun joined her in the lounge, nose deep in a book entitled Farming in Arid Conditions. Theac, Corrin and Zamaril sat a little further away, playing what sounded like a complicated and contentious game of cards. She had no idea what Tiercelin was doing.

      Later in the afternoon, she decided to go out for some fresh air. She took her cleaned and dried clothes upstairs to change before making her way to the back door, which led out to a beautiful garden. High brick walls enclosed the space, she assumed to keep intruders out.

      She strolled through the garden slowly, letting the warm air and scent of flowers clear her mind, and turned her thoughts to the alleya game.

      Considering the superior strength, speed and mobility of the winged folk, Talyn’s strategy centred on stamina and agility. If the Wolves could outrun and outlast the winged folk, and if they could use Callanan fighting sabai to match some of their opponents’ natural grace and magical ability, they might have a chance of putting up a good fight.

      And if she played, well... the Shadowhawk had been right. She suspected there were few Falcons that could take her on in single combat and come out the winner. But she was still in two minds about how much she should involve herself, having taken both Theac and the Shadowhawk’s warnings to heart.

      A rustling caught her attention, drawing her out of her musings. She looked up, catching a flash of movement high on the wall through the trees. Before her mind could put together what was happening, the twanging of a bow cut the thick air.

      Her breath lodged in her throat, muscles turning rigid with panic.

      And then something slammed into her shoulder.

      She stumbled backwards, swearing aloud as hot pain flared down her right side. Panic warred with the need to respond inside her. It scrambled her thoughts as she glanced frantically around, trying to work out where the attack was coming from. A figure disappeared over the wall, human, face covered by a black mask and form hidden by a dark cloak.

      She staggered, faint with shock and sudden pain.

      What...?

      An arrow protruded from her right shoulder. Bright red blood—her blood—was already flowing through the hole in her shirt.

      The sight of it—of blood seeping and a fletched arrow embedded in flesh—brought memory crashing mercilessly down around her.

      Sari. Lying prone on the rocky ground. Arms askew and face turned to the side, the odd cloudiness in her brown eyes already telling Talyn what had happened even before she could scream, could run un-heeding of danger across the clearing to slide to her knees beside her partner.

      Two arrows slamming into the ground at her feet before the other Callanan with them could rush in to take out the archer.

      Fumbling, crying, unable to breathe properly, desperately checking for a pulse. But the arrow had gone through Sari’s heart and she’d been dead in that instant. No time for a final goodbye. No time for anything. Just gone.

      She’d been alive, laughing, fighting with as much exuberance as Talyn. And then she was gone.

      No. A scream lodged in her throat, a panicked, aching gasp replacing it. Talyn sank to her knees, the fingers of her uninjured arm clutching at the grass, seeking a way to hold on, to keep a grip, to stop herself drowning in the grief of that day. The pain was insistent, but it barely registered. In her mind, she was back in that warm summer’s afternoon, trying to understand the fact that her partner, her best friend, the most important person in her world was gone.

      They had tried dragging Talyn away, to a more secure location, but she wouldn’t leave. Two Callanan had to carry them both. She’d barely noticed.

      Chest heaving with broken sobs, tears streamed down her face. She swayed on her knees, fell forward to the ground, gasping for air, fingers curling uselessly in the grass. Pain stabbed bright and hot through her.

      From where she’d fallen she could see the hazy outline of the back of the house through tears and shock. Zamaril was coming out the back door, a questioning look on his face as if he were looking for her. His eyes widened in horror as he caught sight of her. “What happened?”

      She could only close her eyes, bite her lip against the agonising pain in her shoulder and the even more agonising grief of memory. Her vision blurred, blood loss making her dizzy.

      “TIERCELIN!” Zamaril shouted the healer's name at the top of his lungs, running to Talyn's side. “What can I do?” He looked helplessly at the blood pooling on the ground under her shoulder.

      A wave of dizziness passed over her and she shook her head. She heard him distantly as he swore repeatedly under his breath.

      “TIERCELIN!” he screamed again.

      Everyone inside had heard his first panicked shout, and all four Wolves appeared as he yelled the second time. They ran through the back door and slid to a halt at the sight of Talyn bleeding on the grass.

      “Shit.” Theac was the first to recover from stunned shock—reacting as quickly as she should have when she’d first heard the intruder. He grabbed Tiercelin’s arm and dragged him over to her. Tiercelin snapped out of his shock at Theac’s rough touch, dropping to his knees and focussing his brown eyes on her shoulder, one hand hovering just above it.

      “Will she be all right?” Corrin asked in a shaky voice. He and Halun were crouching nearby, wearing identical panicked expressions. Talyn’s vision worsened, their voices turning distant.

      “She’s going into shock,” Tiercelin’s voice sounded faintly.

      “Is that bad?” Zamaril demanded.

      “I need to stop the bleeding,” Tiercelin said quickly. “Then we'll worry about the arrow. Halun, I need her inside and on a flat surface.”

      A moment later Talyn was gently turned then lifted off the ground, so softly it was like she weighed nothing to the big man. Even that small movement sent agony spearing through her, and she cried out.

      “Corrin, Zamaril, go and heat some water and get me clean towels and a sharp knife,” Tiercelin snapped, in control now.

      “I’ll go after the bastard.” Theac growled low in his throat. “Captain, did you see where he went?”

      Theac’s words dimly penetrated her fog, but not strongly enough for her to properly process them or understand. Something inside her fought for clarity, knew she shouldn’t be numb like this, but it failed.

      Halun carried her to the long table by the fireplace in the lounge area. He laid her down and tenderly tucked her hair behind her ears, his eyes and touch communicating his worry for her in a way that words never could.

      While Corrin and Zamaril gathered what Tiercelin needed, the winged man worked on stopping the blood flow. His hands moved over her shoulder at a frantic pace. Corrin and Zamaril re-entered the room with loud steps and panicked questions.

      “Should we go and fetch a healer?” Corrin asked worriedly, hovering over Talyn.

      “I can go.” Zamaril volunteered immediately.

      “The only person better than myself to work on Talyn is another of the winged healers. I know of none who will come here to treat a human,” Tiercelin said tersely.

      “The Falcon could make one of them come,” Zamaril argued.

      “There’s no time. This wound needs treating now,” Tiercelin snapped, but then his confidence seem to fade. “I don’t know... the wound in her magic is worse somehow. I don’t know if I can...”

      His face swam above her, pale despite his brown skin, and something about the worry and panic on his beautiful winged folk features reached her. She fought for the strength to reach out to him. “Tiercelin?”

      “Yes, Captain?” He bent closer to hear her.

      “Trust... you.”

      He huffed out a hopeless breath, but when she wouldn’t release his gaze, he gave a nod and straightened. “Zamaril, I’m it. I can take care of this. You with me?”

      “We both are.” There was no hesitation in Zamaril’s voice as he looked at Corrin, then nodded at Tiercelin.

      “Good. The bleeding has stopped for the moment. I'm going to cut the arrow out and stitch the wound. I’ll also need to investigate whether any ligaments have been damaged.” He gave them a look. “The bleeding will increase the moment I start cutting—one of you needs to keep pressure on the wound site to slow it down.”

      “That's going to hurt,” Talyn protested in a whisper.

      “Here, I found this in the cupboard.” Zamaril held up a bottle of spirits. He poured a cup and gave it to Talyn. She gulped it down, trying not to choke, and the fiery liquid warmed her insides. “I can staunch the blood flow—just tell me what to do.”

      “Have you cleaned the knife?” Tiercelin looked at Corrin.

      Corrin nodded. “It's my sharpest. I rubbed it in alcohol. You won’t even feel it, Captain, you know how sharp my knives are.”

      Talyn silently blessed the young Wolf. The sharper the knife, the easier it would cut, the less it would hurt.

      “I'm going to need you to hold her down, Halun. Zamaril, stand right there please and use that towel to staunch the bleeding—it’s going to hurt but you’ll need to apply pressure, as hard as you can.” Tiercelin’s brisk confidence was calming everyone down. Talyn’s eyes drifted closed. She was in good hands. “Corrin, raid the cupboards for any sort of healing herbs, or medicine. See if one of the servants knows where they’re kept. Also, I’ll need strong twine and a needle to stitch this up once I’m done.”

      Halun leaned forward and gripped her forearms firmly, giving no leeway for Talyn to move. When the knife cut into her skin, she roared in pain. Halun didn't let up and Tiercelin kept going, working quickly and efficiently to cut the arrow out. Zamaril pressed a towel hard into the areas Tiercelin wasn’t working, and she wasn’t sure which hurt more.

      Talyn cursed him endlessly as agony tore through her. It was unbearable, and just when she thought she couldn’t take any more, Tiercelin lifted the knife and pulled gently on the arrow. There was a chilling sucking sound, and then it was out.

      She sagged into the table, covered in sweat and exhausted. The memories continued to swirl around her, the scent of sweat and blood and fear drawing them like a lure.

      “Did you get what I asked?” Tiercelin asked Corrin.

      “I got the twine and needle, and I found some herbal paste in the larder. It was prepared by your healers—the name Greencrest is on the jar. Is that okay?”

      “Perfect. She’s one of my teachers and she specialises in healing herbs.”

      Tiercelin smeared plenty of the sweet-smelling paste into the open wound, then set about stitching it up. The entire process hurt like blazes. Talyn lay there gritting her teeth and gripping Halun's hand for support.

      Eventually it was over, and the agony slowly faded to a dull throb in her shoulder.

      Tiercelin directed the others to clean up the mess, then began using his magic on her shoulder. His face was a mask of concentration as his hands worked above the newly stitched wound. Gradually the pain eased and Talyn’s rigid muscles slowly relaxed.

      When Tiercelin stopped, he was pale and exhausted, bracing himself on his arms as he leaned over her, sweat-slicked and breathing hard. Part of her realised what he’d just done for her, what he’d given, and she swallowed, managing a whispered, “Thank you.”

      “You're welcome.” He smiled. “Now rest. You'll be fine, I promise.”

      “My arm?”

      “You'll regain full mobility, but only if you keep it immobilized while it heals.” He frowned. “You won’t be able to play in two days.”

      The front door slammed open and Theac stomped in. He looked livid, directing a fierce glare at Tiercelin. “Is the captain okay?”

      Tiercelin straightened to look at him. “I think so, yes.”

      “Did you find who did this?” Zamaril demanded.

      “No. I followed witness sightings across the town and back and ended up nowhere,” he said angrily. “Dammit!”

      “That’s all right,” Halun said calmly. “You can’t do more than your best.”

      “Did you find any traces of the attacker at all?” Tiercelin asked.

      Theac explained his search in more detail while Tiercelin wrapped Talyn’s arm and shoulder in bandages and then fashioned a sling to keep it still. After that Halun carried her over to the couch and Corrin disappeared into the kitchen. He came back with a mug of steaming tea.

      “Drink this. It should help with the pain.” He smiled shyly. “It's what my father always used to make for me when I hurt myself.”

      Talyn drank slowly, her head drooping back against the cushion. She felt terrible. The flashbacks left her emotionally wrung out while Tiercelin’s work left her physically exhausted and in lingering pain. The conversation raged around her as the Wolves sat in chairs surrounding the couch.

      “One witness said they saw a man running from the back wall wearing a mask like the Shadowhawk was wearing last night,” Theac said.

      Zamaril snorted. “That's right. He saves her, and lots of other people, then comes to try and kill her today. I don’t think so. It's more likely one of Prince Azrilan's Falcons. They don’t want the captain in the game tomorrow because she could outplay any of them. Notice it's only a disabling wound, not aimed to kill.”

      She stirred, dizziness making her thoughts foggy. Zamaril had already guessed how much of a difference she might make? It was hard to find the motivation to follow that thought and she didn’t try.

      “We don’t know that for certain. Whoever it was might be a bad shot; an inch down and they’d have hit her heart,” Tiercelin said.

      “It’s not the Shadowhawk,” Corrin said, certainty filling his voice. “The arrow that shot her wasn’t his. There’s no lightning mark on it.”

      A brief silence fell.

      She shivered, trying to hide her hissing breath. Again she saw the flash of Sari lying there, arrow through her heart, as if she were right back there in that clearing. A tear slid down her cheek and she had to close her eyes for a moment.

      Either they didn’t notice, or they pretended not to. After a moment Halun kept talking.

      “I’ll put the word around on the docks.” There was an edge of menace to the big man’s soft voice she hadn’t heard before. “If anyone knows anything, I’ll get it out of them.”

      “What about the game?” Corrin said. “Clearly she won’t be able to play.”

      “We'll play,” Theac said. “We've got enough players.”

      “I think we should call the game off,” Talyn said weakly. “Without me, all five of you will have to play the full game. You’re exhausted after last night. I appreciate your sudden willingness to play, but I don’t want any of you to get hurt.”

      “You trained us better than that, Captain, and you know it. We'll play,” Corrin said.

      “It’s not brave unless you’re scared and you do it anyway,” Zamaril said determinedly. “Right?”

      She bit her lip, fighting back more tears, and then the exhaustion and pain won, sucking her down into deep blackness.
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      He dragged himself home at dawn. Once the initial crisis was over and it was clear the floods weren’t going to rise any higher, it had been time for him to disappear. It wouldn’t be long before the Patrolmen started paying closer attention to who exactly was helping out.

      Besides, he was utterly exhausted and there really wasn’t much more he could do. For now, at least. With so many businesses damaged or destroyed, basic supplies would become even more sparse, and it was doubtful the winged folk would do much to alleviate that.

      There would be more work for the Shadowhawk in the weeks and months ahead.

      For now he put that out of his mind, managing only to strip off his mask and soaked clothing and stuff them somewhere well-hidden before dropping onto his bed and falling instantly asleep.

      

      He awoke several hours later, muscles stiff and sore, but inwardly chafing until he could get free again later in the day. The moment he was, he went out wandering through the streets of Dock City, keen to check on the aftereffects of the flood and see whether any further help was needed.

      The residents seemed to be responding well. A lot were out in the warm afternoon, working busily on fixing damage to their homes and businesses. Water slicked the cobblestones in the main streets and turned the narrower ones into sludgy bogs. The combination of that, rotting produce, and the heat of the afternoon contributed to an especially delightful smell in parts of the Market Quarter.

      His steps slowed as he came to the Poor Quarter, pausing halfway over the bridge. The raging waters had settled, despite the water level still being much higher than usual. And gazing east—large areas of western and central Poor Quarter was still under water. Far to the east though, where the homes flowed into the beginning of the forested headland, he could just make out tents on any spare bit of flat land and multiple small boats moving around to collect belongings or materials to construct shelters from.

      Some enterprising few were moving back into the drier areas to claim something of their homes back, or loot them, but Town Hall would be sheltering many people for some time until the waters receded completely. He hoped that happened before the monsoon season arrived properly.

      Turning back around the way he’d come, he quickened his stride. It was about the time of day the izerdia workers returned but tonight Shale Street was empty—the barred entrance to the tunnel was unguarded. Presumably the tunnel had partially flooded too.

      Eventually he arrived at the inn he’d been aiming for the whole time. In the Wall Quarter, but close to the border of the Dock Quarter, it had avoided significant damage in the floods, and already a handful of its patrons had returned.

      He stepped around the waiter sweeping water out of the entranceway and walked straight to the end of the bar. Without making it obvious, he leaned back slightly on his stool, glancing at the underside of the damp bar top.

      A second chalk mark had appeared next to the one he’d made two nights earlier. Surreptitiously he wiped both marks off, then waved the barman over to order a drink. Young and clearly bored, the man lingered to chat once he’d brought the Shadowhawk’s drink over.

      “Big night,” he remarked. “Did your home survive?”

      The Shadowhawk nodded, took a sip, tried not to spit it back out. The ale tasted more like cat’s piss than anything resembling drinkable alcohol. “A bit damp but I’ve still got a roof and walls.”

      He nodded equably. “Same. Worked out lucky the missus picked a home on higher ground in the Dock Quarter. Less lucky her sisters didn’t. Looks like they’ll be staying with us a while.”

      The Shadowhawk made a sympathetic face, but said nothing, wanting to be left alone. The barman didn’t get the message and continued chatting.

      “Those poor bastards in the slums are lucky the foreigner lady brought her men down to help. Have to admit I thought it a bit of a joke when I heard they’d been drafted into the WingGuard, but they went over and above last night.”

      The Shadowhawk shrugged, keeping his face disinterested and gaze on the ale before him. Taking a breath, he summoned the courage for another sip. Even worse the second time. He struggled to swallow it without betraying how disgusted he was.

      “You heard what happened this afternoon, though? Someone wasn’t happy about the foreigner helping out.”

      “What happened?” His voice snapped out before he could stop it, his gaze shooting up to the barman.

      “Someone shot her with an arrow.” The barman grinned at finally catching his customer’s full attention. “She and her men were staying at the mayor’s place. I heard she was taking a walk in the garden when it happened.”

      He should be relieved. She was a threat to him and his work and if someone had decided to take care of her, that was a good thing. But he wasn’t relieved. After last night he was incandescently furious. Countless lives had been saved because of the actions she’d taken. It took a moment before he could speak without a snarl ripping out of him. “Who?” he ground out.

      Something of what he felt must still be in his voice because the barman took an unconscious step back. “Not a clue.” Another customer walked in and the barman’s attention wavered. He went to go and serve the new arrival but the Shadowhawk reached over the bar, grabbing the man’s arm.

      “Is she dead?”

      “Alive and breathing from all accounts,” he said, flicking an uneasy glance between the Shadowhawk and his arm. “Arrow took her in the shoulder most say. Janie next door says she heard the captain nearly lost her arm. Rogo down the street reckons the arrow was poisoned but the winged healer in the wing saved her life.”

      “Thanks,” he muttered, letting the man’s arm go.

      Before he’d reached his new customer the Shadowhawk was gone.

      

      The Shadowhawk pushed through the door of the abandoned house they usually met in, but instead of banging back against the wall it stopped halfway, water sloshing. He glanced over his shoulder at the alley behind him. There weren’t many roaming about the Poor Quarter tonight and those that were out were more likely than not to be dangerous.

      He almost wished one of them had come at him though, given him an excuse to let loose some of the anger that was raging inside him. On his way, he’d left urgent messages in three different spots for Zamaril.

      He’d saved her life and then someone else had tried to take it away. He wanted to tear them apart, whoever had done it. They’d saved so many lives last night. Talyn Dynan and her Wolves deserved honour, not a cowardly attack.

      “Ten points for a discreet entry.” Saniya’s voice drawled. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      “Where were you last night?” he snarled, shoving the door closed against the tide of ankle-deep water. She sat on the room’s only chair, booted feet up on the room’s only table, clear of the water. An unsheathed knife rested in her lap.

      “Making sure my people were safe and riding out the storm.” She didn’t move, voice blunt but calm in the face of his anger. “What’s gotten into you?”

      “Your people? Don’t you mean our people? I didn’t see any sign of you last night while I was out trying to save people from their flooding homes.”

      She didn’t reply for a moment, instead slowly swinging her legs to the floor and standing up. “I was doing what I had to. As were you. Now, you wanted to meet. What is it?”

      He took a breath, trying to keep his voice even. “I’ve been warned the WingGuard are looking to set a trap on a shipment of flour arriving soon. But that’s not so important now. After the floods, supplies are going to be in even shorter supply than usual.”

      “The queen isn’t a complete fool. She’ll make sure extra is sold to the merchants in Dock City. The last thing the Falcons need is hungry citizens rioting.”

      “And we both know sufficient supplies for everyone to eat, and sufficient supplies for the wealthier citizens—and those in the Falcon’s pocket—are two different things.”

      She nodded acknowledgement of that. “We’ll leave the shipment of flour alone.”

      “Just like that?”

      “You can do as you like, but my priority is survival, Shadowhawk. Let the WingGuard waste their resources setting a useless trap for us. We’ll be ready for the next one.”

      She was right. It was the smart move. But he hated it all the same.

      She smiled at the look on his face. “I have no idea what’s eating at you, but it’s going to get you killed if you don’t get control of it. And if you become a liability to me, our working relationship is over.”

      He snorted. “You need me.”

      “I don’t need anyone.” She paused at the doorway. “I’ll make sure my people free up some of the usual storage locations. We’ll be ready if and when more ‘supplies’ need liberating.”

      “They will,” he said firmly.

      “Then I’ll see you soon, Shadowhawk.”

      For the briefest of moments, he toyed with following her. He was fairly confident he could do it without getting caught—night had fallen outside, and darkness was his friend, his shield.

      But no, he didn’t have the patience for it tonight. His emotions were flaring too hotly to manage the razor-sharp focus he’d need to successfully shadow someone like Saniya.

      So he turned and left, strides quick and angry despite knowing he should keep them calm and unbothered.

      

      Despite the long walk from his meeting place with Saniya, he was still fuming as he entered the apartment. The fury burned through him—the thought of her hurt, almost killed, after he’d saved her life the previous night. He paced the room, fists clenched.

      Who had dared attack a WingGuard captain? It wouldn’t have been a human, he couldn’t see any possible motive for one of them to attack her. Unless one had been contracted to do it. There were those, mostly from the Poor Quarter, who sold themselves as killers for hire.

      But who amongst the winged folk would pay a human to do it?

      He forcibly stopped his pacing and took a deep, steadying breath. Saniya had been right, he needed to let it go. It wasn’t his concern. Talyn Dynan was able to look after herself, and her Wolves had been beyond impressive the previous night. Without them many more lives would have been lost.

      He needed to start planning his activities over the coming weeks. Once monsoon season arrived it would be harder for him to move about discreetly, and logistically harder to steal and store things.

      He’d sent a message to his Dock Quarter contacts—find out what shipments were coming and when. Maybe Navis could tip him off to the Falcons’ plans, whether they intended holding back anything that was coming in.

      Speaking of… familiar footsteps coming up the stairs had him crossing the room to yank the door open and haul Navis bodily inside. As soon as the door closed behind him, he demanded, “Who went after Captain Dynan?”

      “I don’t know. Or care.” Grey eyes met his, unafraid and slightly irritated. “And hello to you too.”

      “If this was you...” the Shadowhawk warned.

      “You have absolutely no reason to think that, so I’d appreciate it if you’d stop your angry posturing. I merely came here in anticipation of my services being required after the flood.” Navis straightened his cloak. “Not that I understand why you’re so upset. She’s a big problem for you—it would have made things easier if the assassin had succeeded in killing her.”

      He shook his head. “If she was a problem for me, it would have manifested itself by now. She’ll only come for me if I threaten her charge, and I don’t give a flea’s shit about the prince of song.”

      “Perhaps. From what I’ve heard, the descriptions of her attacker sounded interestingly like you.” Navis paused. “Have you stopped to consider that you’re being set up?”

      That stopped him cold. “Set up by who? For what purpose?”

      “After the floods, she’s become quite popular. Someone trying to turn public opinion against you might think framing you for attacking her a smart way to go.” Navis raised a hand as the Shadowhawk opened his mouth to speak. “Or perhaps someone might be looking to set her against you.”

      The Shadowhawk shook his head in frustration. “She knows it wasn’t me.”

      “Does she?” A single arched eyebrow.

      “It doesn’t matter. None of this has anything to do with me. There could have been many other reasons someone went after the captain,” he said. “And you were right to come. After the floods, I suspect there will be more shortages than usual this coming winter. Can you get me information on what the royal family might be trying to hold back? Any secret shipments the dock masters won’t know about?”

      Navis silently held out a hand.

      Mouth tightening, the Shadowhawk walked over and opened the drawer in the room’s table. He opened the bag of coins sitting there, then dropped two gold coins into Navis’s open hand. “I’ll double that if you bring me something I can use.” He paused. “And add another gold piece if you bring me information about who went after Captain Dynan.”

      Navis’s hand closed over the coin and it disappeared too quickly into his cloak for him to mark where. The Shadowhawk made a mental note to hide the bag of coins somewhere else in the room as soon as Navis was gone. “I’ll do my best.”

      Once the information broker had gone, the Shadowhawk dropped into a chair, rubbing a tired hand over his face. He had to go back; sleep would be impossible now, and anyway, if he didn’t return to his routine somebody would eventually notice.

      He didn’t even consider stopping.
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      Talyn managed sleep in her room that night, thanks to Tiercelin's ability to relieve the pain in her shoulder, and despite her frustration at having to miss the alleya match. The panic attack she’d suffered on being shot had left her wrung out and her eyes slid closed the minute her head touched the pillow.

      She awoke early in the morning when her shoulder started to ache, her other muscles registering their complaints too from the sandbagging and swimming. That wasn’t unfamiliar though. She’d awoken stiff and sore—and injured—plenty of times in the past.

      This time, it only served as a stark reminder that she wouldn’t be limping downstairs to the mess to be teased by her partner and friends, to endure the good natured ribbing about getting too old to be a Callanan, or how she’d only gotten hurt because she’d been too slow.

      She wouldn’t be dishing out the same kind of teasing. No, all that was gone.

      It was difficult to dress with her arm wrapped in a sling, and by the time she'd dragged her shirt and breeches and boots on, her shoulder throbbed with a fierce ache she did her best to ignore.

      She limped over to her little kitchen. Her knee was also aching, so she made herself a cup of tea and added some pain herbs Tiercelin had given her. She’d just taken the first sip when a sharp rap sounded at her door.

      Ravinire stood there, eyes going straight to her sling. “Talon Parksin informed me of what happened yesterday. Are you all right, Captain?”

      “I’ll be fine. Tiercelin did a good job,” she assured him.

      “I have written a formal missive to your king and First Shield Ceannar, apologising for what happened and assuring them of your full recovery.” Ravinire seemed uneasy, as if he worried that she—or her uncle—was going to blame him for what had happened. “I hope you can accept my apologies too, Captain. I assure you it won’t happen again. I will assign some Falcons to—”

      “I appreciate that, sir, but I don’t need Falcon protection,” she cut him off politely. Her uncle would be concerned to hear that she’d been hurt, but she doubted it would affect diplomatic relations, as Ravinire seemed to fear. “Do you have any information on who was behind the attack?”

      “No.” His fidgeting increased. Perhaps more than worry over how the Twin Thrones might respond was unsettling him. This was the second event to happen in the space of months his Falcons had no explanation for. “However I have ordered the City Patrol to prioritise identifying the perpetrator.”

      She speared him with a look. “The Wolves thought perhaps somebody wanted to prevent me playing in today’s game.”

      Ravinire’s expression tightened. “I disagree. Your wing isn’t going to win today, with or without you. There’s no need to hire someone to attack you. I can only assume it must have been a mistake of some sort.”

      That stung, but she kept her face bland. “It was full daylight when it happened, sir. Not easy to mistake me for someone else.”

      “Even so. It wouldn’t have happened if you and your wing hadn’t stayed down in the city to help with the floods. Not to mention one of them could have been hurt ahead of the game. At the very least they must still be exhausted.”

      “I’m sure they are,” she said equably. “But they, and I, judged lives and homes more important than an exhibition game they’ve been set up to lose anyway.”

      “I’ve already warned you to be careful, Captain Dynan.” He stepped away, wings spreading wide. “Don’t make me do it again. I’ll see you this afternoon.”

      

      Seeking out a distraction from her soreness and lingering emptiness of spirit, she made her slow way down into Dock City. As usual it was a beautiful, sunny morning. The birds were singing again, and the sun held the promise of uncomfortable warmth later in the day.

      The streets were as busy with people as they always were, though today many of them were working to clear up flood damage. From snatches of conversation she caught as she walked by, the main topic of discussion seemed to be the festival the following day. Some of them recognised Talyn and gave her a wave and a greeting. She smiled back, the simple human interaction breathing some life back into her.

      The city had pulled through. Some lives had been lost, many more homes, but it could have been much worse. And Talyn had been part of the reason for that—her and her Wolves. She repeated that to herself like a mantra as she walked.

      It took her some time, but she found the café Corrin had taken her to before. Inside she asked for a mug of kahvi and a sweet pastry. While waiting for the kahvi to be made, a familiar young man appeared from out the back, stilling at the sight of her. “Captain.”

      “I never did catch your name?” She lifted an eyebrow.

      “It’s Petro. I own this place.” He moved out from behind the serving counter, offering a faint smile. “Best kahvi in Dock City.”

      “Is that so?” She smiled, then lowered her voice. “I just came to say thank you.”

      Surprised flashed over his face, then the small smile stretched to a full one. “You’re the one that deserves the thanks, Captain Dynan. How’s that shoulder?”

      “Sore, but it will get better.”

      The woman behind the counter passed over a steaming cup along with the pastry, but when Talyn went to pay, Petro refused to take it.

      “A kahvi and pastry is the least we can do in thanks.”

      “Are you sure?” She was a little taken aback. What she and the Wolves had done the previous night was what any warrior would have done back home.

      He nodded eagerly. “Come back sometime, Captain. Those pastries are even better when we manage to get a supply of apples to make them with.”

      She ate and drank as she strolled towards the wall. The pastry was delicious, buttery and hot and seasoned with cinnamon. The kahvi gave her a fresh jolt of warm energy, and Talyn made a note to go back. Petro hadn’t been unfairly bragging about the quality of his kahvi.

      She reached the wall path and made her way up slowly, taking care not to exert her knee. The sun was already warm enough that she'd worked up a sweat by the time she reached the top. Far below, Feather Bay was a glittering spectacle, as if the day and night of floods had never been.

      Negotiating the citadel was difficult now her muscles were tiring. She had to climb ladders one-handed and cross their swaying bridges without both arms to balance with. Eventually she came to the small bridge that led across to Prince Cuinn’s tower.

      Her shoulder was throbbing again, and her knee hadn't liked the ladders much. She limped across the bridge and knocked on the door.

      A moment later it was yanked open from the inside, and Cuinn appeared in the doorway.

      “What happened to you?” he asked, amusement dancing in his emerald eyes as he looked her up and down, absolutely no trace of concern in his face or voice.

      “I fell down the stairs,” she said dryly. “Can I come in?”

      He stepped back and gestured her inside. The amusement on his face as she walked past made her grind her teeth in irritation.

      “You're annoyed with me again,” he said. “What have I done now?”

      Talyn cursed his ability to read emotions for the thousandth time and reined in her irritation. “I'm not annoyed with you.”

      There was movement at the top of the spiral stairs leading up to Cuinn’s bedroom level, and a beautiful winged woman appeared, wrapped only in a sheet. She smiled politely at Talyn and directed a fully-fledged grin down at the prince.

      “Good Morning, Zanna.” Allure oozed from his voice. “Do you mind leaving us for a minute? I need to speak to my captain.”

      “Don’t be long,” she said seductively, returning to the bedroom and closing the door.

      “I’m sorry, did I interrupt something important?” Talyn fought to keep sarcasm from her tone.

      Cuinn waved his hand dismissively. “Her? No, not at all. How can I help you? You might start with explaining how you got those injuries. I can be somewhat dim-witted, I’ll admit that, but I'm not quite stupid enough to believe you fell down some stairs.”

      “I was shot by an arrow.”

      He grinned, as if he thought she were making a joke. “Seriously?”

      “It was yesterday afternoon, while I was walking in the garden of Mayor Doran’s home. Tiercelin got the arrow out and stitched me up, but I can’t use my arm at all, so I can't play today.”

      He managed an expression of mild concern. She figured she should be grateful for that. But it was quickly gone, replaced by puzzlement. “Are you sure? Why would anyone shoot you?”

      “Yes, I’m quite certain I was shot by an arrow.” She kept her voice calm with an effort. “It’s possible that somebody doesn’t want me playing in the game today. Maybe someone thinks the Wolves can’t win without me?”

      He snorted, dropping onto his sofa and stretching his long legs out before him. “That somebody figured right.”

      “Not if you play.”

      “What?” Incredulity sent his voice a full pitch higher than normal.

      “You've boasted to me on numerous occasions how often you play alleya and how good you are. We could use another winged man on the team, especially one with your skill and experience. The Wolves are your wing, after all.”

      “Never going to happen,” he said flatly.

      “Why not?”

      “A prince playing a game of alleya with humans against a team of winged folk? You realise Azrilan himself won’t be playing?” He laughed. “Imagine how stupid I’d look. I don’t even have warrior magic, Captain.”

      “Do you want to be humiliated in front of your brothers, when Prince Azrilan's team destroys yours? Isn’t that Prince Mithanis’ goal? Make you an even less likely candidate for the throne.”

      “It would be far more humiliating to actually be playing with the losing team, Captain,” he said languidly. “At least this way I can distance myself from the whole ridiculous affair.”

      With an effort, she reined in her temper. But her control faded as quickly as it had come. “You don’t deserve them, Prince.”

      He lifted an eyebrow, utterly unbothered by her tone. “Is there anything else you wanted, Captain?”

      “No,” she snapped, striding to the door and firmly ignoring the pain from her knee. “I wouldn’t want you to have to put yourself to any sort of effort. I’ll see you at the game.”

      Her ire quickly faded as she limped away from Cuinn’s tower. She would never dream of speaking to a charge that way back in the Twin Thrones, and not because she would be whipped for it, but because duty and respect would hold her tongue. She was ashamed of herself. She was still so raw, and her once masterful control seemed to fade entirely around Cuinn.

      “He doesn’t deserve anyone’s respect,” Sari muttered.

      “That doesn’t matter, Sari. I’m Kingshield. I should let his behaviour wash over me—my only job is to protect him.”

      “I know.”

      

      Talyn had asked Tiercelin to show her the alleya stadium weeks earlier.

      As with most things made by the winged folk, it was an absolute marvel of architecture. The grassy, rectangular field where the game was played was situated on a level section of the forest floor far below the citadel.

      Tiered seating cascaded down, enclosing the field completely from the forest outside. The stadium was built from the same creamy marble that the great wall was made from.

      He’d pointed out where the royal family would sit in a viewing balcony close to the field, and other spots where noble families owned balconies. The one he’d rather sheepishly pointed out as his family’s was closer to the Acondors’ box than any other he pointed out.

      “And you winged folk let the humans in here to sully all this magnificence with their presence,” she’d noted dryly.

      “Only once a year.” He’d smirked. “And the seating is sharply demarcated. Humans on the western side, winged folk on the east.”

      She tried to imagine what that empty stadium must look like today as she headed inside at a lower level. The Wolves had been assigned a room in the western section of the stadium to wait for their appearance. The room formed part of what seemed to be a rabbit warren of corridors and rooms built in underneath the seating.

      There were no windows, but the sound of thumping feet penetrated the roof above them from people moving to their seats. Occasionally the sound of cheering and clapping drifted down the hall outside.

      As soon as she appeared, Tiercelin came over to inspect her shoulder. “How are you feeling?”

      “My shoulder and knee are both a little sore,” she admitted.

      “I can fix that for you,” he offered.

      “No, you need to save your energy for the game. I’ll be fine.” Injuries like these were part of the life of a warrior. She’d gotten through them before and would do so again.

      He tossed her a packet of herbs. “At least make yourself some tea with those later. It will help.”

      “I went down to talk to some old Patrol contacts this morning,” Theac said. “They have nothing on who attacked you yesterday. Whoever the masked, cloaked man was, he disappeared good.”

      “And I’m sure the Patrolmen are trying extra hard to find him,” Zamaril muttered.

      She doubted they would ever find the man. The attack had been high risk—dressed so distinctly, in a wealthier area of Dock City and in full daylight… yet the opportunity to catch him had been right away. By now that cloak and mask was gone, and unless anyone had actually seen him disappear, they weren’t catching him.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Corrin said cheerfully. “We have another plan to deal with whoever it was.”

      “What's that?” she asked suspiciously.

      “You'll see.” He turned his attention to lacing up his boots.

      “Please don’t forget that you’re protective guards, not Patrolmen,” she addressed the room. “Your focus should be on the protection of Prince Cuinn, nothing else.”

      “Which it will be, if he ever lets us near him,” Theac assured her.

      He was far too cheerful. They all were. None of them looked depressed or apathetic as they changed into their Wolf uniforms, grey on white. Halun wore his sleeveless vest with breeches and boots. Theac wore the whole uniform, as did Tiercelin. Zamaril and Corrin wore their shirts with the sleeves rolled up.

      Once they were ready, Talyn led them through extensive stretching exercises. Considering that they had no spare players, they could ill afford to get injured.

      By the time a Falcon came in to get them, her stomach was a tight ball of anxiety. Already on edge from the emotional fallout of the flashbacks caused by her injury, she had little ability left to manage the anxiousness she felt on behalf of the Wolves.

      Before being led out, they lined up in front of her in a neat row.

      “I know you believe that the WingGuard intend to do their best to humiliate you all out there today,” she said. “But I want you to hold your heads high, no matter what.” She hesitated. “What we did together the other night, what you all did, that was real. Today is a game of sport, and no matter what importance the winged folk attach to it, I know, and you know, and every human out there knows your worth.” She cleared her throat. “You might lose today, but it won’t matter. Because you’ll know already that you’re better than they are. Better men, and better warriors.”

      There was a silence as the Wolves stared at their shoes, clearly embarrassed by her heartfelt speech. Then Theac spoke. “We’ll do our best for you, Captain.”

      “Wish us luck.” Corrin smiled.

      Halun gave her the crispest salute she’d ever seen as he passed her. Zamaril’s expression was unreadable.

      “Don’t worry, Captain,” Tiercelin tossed confidently over his shoulder. “We'll do you proud.”
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      Talyn found her way to the viewing balcony on the eastern side of the stadium where Ravinire and several of his other captains were gathered. The Falcon stood apart from them, talking quietly with the overall commander of the protective flight—Flight Leader Iceflight. Talyn had only spoken to the flight leader once, but they saw each other every week at Ravinire’s captains’ meetings. She’d taken one look at the lack of feeling in those grey eyes and the supercilious smile on his face when he’d greeted her and decided she didn’t like him any more than he apparently liked her.

      He hadn’t deigned to speak to her since that first introduction. She’d returned the favour.

      The viewing balcony jutted out slightly over the field but was well behind the game’s boundary lines, the grass a good ten foot drop below. It gleamed a deep emerald in the afternoon sun.

      She glanced around, mouth falling open.

      Thousands of people were filling the stands. Both winged folk and human—the skies above were a riot of colour as those winged folk not seated hovered in the afternoon thermals. Their conversation filled the air with noise. It was like nothing she’d ever seen before.

      Before she could properly take it all in, Ravinire came over, thankfully leaving Iceflight behind. “Your men are ready?”

      She nodded.

      “I hope I don’t need to remind you—”

      Before he could finish, his words were drowned out by a roar from the crowd. On the tails of the roar came a series of trumpet blasts. Eight Falcons appeared in the air above, spiralling down onto the field. The eastern half of the stadium greeted them with a massive cheer.

      Azrilan’s team, wearing the teal and scarlet of the WingGuard.

      The Wolves walked out onto the field next, backs straight, heads up. The humans leapt to their feet, roaring at the top of their lungs, even louder than the winged folk. The Wolves looked up, startled at the acclamation. The western stadium vibrated with the force of the crowd’s fervour.

      The winged folk came to their feet in competition, musical voices lifted in song and cheers, and the sound sent the blood racing through Talyn’s veins. She wished desperately that she was playing.

      The cacophony of screams, cheers, whistles, singing and stamping feet came to a reluctant end as Ravinire lifted into the air and raised a hand for silence. The two teams gathered in the centre of the field while he formally went over the rules of the game. They listened carefully, then moved apart.

      Halun and Tiercelin moved towards the southern goal, where Azrilan’s team would be trying to score, and Corrin and Zamaril moved towards the northern goal. Three of Azrilan’s team flew over to the side of the field—lining up just under the viewing balcony where Talyn stood—to await substitution into the game, and the other five moved into their positions.

      A rustling murmur ran through those on the balcony with Talyn. Princes Azrilan and Mithanis were arriving in the viewing balcony immediately adjacent. Several Falcons, their protective guard, stood arrayed behind them. Neither looked at Talyn as they sat beside their mother.

      Prince Cuinn already sat on the other side of the balcony, apart from his family. He sprawled in a wide chair, wings resting on either side of him. As Talyn watched, he looked up and shared a laugh with one of his female companions. She wasn’t sure he’d even noticed the Wolves walking out.

      The ball was brought out and placed in the centre of the field. The cheering started again, slow rhythmic chants. Some spectators had brought along white and grey banners with the stylized image of a wolf etched in blue. They unfurled in the afternoon breeze, white, grey and sapphire flickering all along the western stand directly across from her.

      Talyn barely heard the whistle. If she thought the crowd had been loud before, it was nothing compared with the absolute riot of noise that was inspired by the start of the game. Both Theac and his opponent leapt forward, but the Falcon was winged and younger. He reached the ball first, picking it up and swooping into the air.

      Tiercelin lunged for him, but in a practiced move, the Falcon passed it to his companion, who moved around the Wolf, shouldering him hard as he did. Tiercelin half fell-half flew back to the ground. In another second Azrilan’s team had scored, bringing a roar from the eastern stand.

      The Wolves seemed to take this quick score without concern. They nodded at each other and moved back to the centre point. It was now Theac’s ball. Ravinire blew his whistle to begin.

      The Falcons almost scored again after the very first display of winged folk warrior magic Talyn had seen in Mithranar. A winged man dived at Theac, but he twisted away at the last second, kicking the ball down to Zamaril. The thief caught it deftly and kicked it on to Corrin. His aim was slightly off, and Corrin had to run for it.

      Before he got there, a swooping Falcon made two sharp throwing gestures with his right arm. Bright balls of scarlet light, each the size of an apple, flew from his hand and slammed into the grass between Corrin and the ball. Two loud cracks reverberated through the afternoon air at the impact. Corrin reared back, throwing one hand up to shield his eyes from the brightness before sliding to a halt.

      The Falcon took advantage of his distraction to scoop the ball up and launch back into the air. Corrin reacted quickly. He threw one of his knives, deliberately blunted and edged with wax for the game. It caught his opponent in a glancing blow on the wrist. Cursing in pain, the Falcon dropped the ball.

      Corrin picked it up and looked for Zamaril. The thief, however, had been attacked by one of their other opponents and had to use his sword—the steel of the blade also blunted—to defend himself.

      Corrin turned and tried to run but didn’t get anywhere near the goal before two Falcons dived on him. He crashed to the ground, giving up the ball. It was swiftly relayed back to the other end. This time, Tiercelin didn’t fly quickly enough to intercept. It looked as if his shoulder was paining him.

      Halun was there, though. He stood directly in the flight path of the Falcon swooping in towards the goal. The winged man managed to dodge Halun in time, but it was awkward, and the ball flew out of his hands and out of bounds. The umpire whistled, and the ball was returned to the centre.

      As the first half progressed, the Falcons scored another two goals and were prevented from scoring more by a series of lucky circumstances more than the skill of their opponents. The Wolves didn’t even look close to scoring.

      They tried to implement some of the moves Talyn had been teaching them, but the Falcons were too quick, not giving the Wolves any time to think about the best way to proceed, and using their warrior magic to distract the Wolves and keep them from maintaining concentration. Their magic was a critical and unrelenting advantage, particularly since sabai hadn’t become instinctive to the Wolves yet.

      Worse, the Falcons never gave them an opportunity for a one-on-one fight, and the Wolves weren’t quick enough to force them into it. Any time the ball got down the northern end, the Wolves didn’t have time to do anything before they were swamped by Falcon defenders.

      The mid-game break couldn’t come soon enough.

      Azrilan grew cockier as the game wore on, his laughter and taunts floating piecemeal to her between the loudest cheering. Even Mithanis was smiling, clearly enjoying the display. Talyn had to grit her teeth to stop herself from losing her temper and doing something ill-advised. Only decades of mastering her cool self-control prevented it.

      And Cuinn. One of the winged women had moved onto his lap, and Talyn counted at least four glasses of sweet wine downed so far. At this rate he’d be passed out drunk by the end of the game. Disgust curled through her at the behaviour of all three princes.

      But the human spectators hadn’t given up. They chanted constantly, giving a lusty cheer every time a Wolf touched the ball, and booing loudly every time a Falcon scored.

      Finally, Ravinire whistled for the mid-game break—they would play for two half-turns.

      The Wolves waved up at Talyn and the crowd as they filed back into their break room for water and a quick rest. Despite her heart sinking on their behalf, they seemed in good enough spirits. Azrilan’s Falcons drifted by directly under her into their room. They didn’t look up once.

      Part of her was glad the rules prevented her and Azrilan from talking to their teams during the break—she wasn’t sure she could face her Wolves and their despair knowing they were about to lose badly. The cowardice shamed her.

      When they came back out a quarter-turn later, Tiercelin had his bow and blunted, cloth-tipped arrows strapped over his back, but otherwise they hadn’t changed anything. Talyn studied them carefully. They didn’t look tired, only sweaty from the hot sun. All of them held their heads high. She’d been certain the score would demoralise them, but that didn’t seem to be the case. They moved towards the centre of the field and lined up in front of Theac.

      There was a sudden break in the chanting from the opposing crowds. Into the brief silence a group of spectators in the western stand howled in concert.

      A wolf’s howl.

      Another took it up. Soon the entire western half of the stadium was breaking out in howls.

      The Wolves glanced at each other. She frowned, struck. They were focused, determined, seemingly unbothered by either the score or the raucous crowd. Then her gaze moved to the princes opposite her, and she froze.

      The easy smile Mithanis had been wearing all afternoon was gone. Now his dark eyes were quietly contemplative as the howls echoed around him. The queen looked outright furious. A smile toyed at the edges of Azrilan’s mouth while Cuinn nuzzled the neck of the woman on his lap.

      A contempt-filled term used to denigrate the human population of Mithranar was being turned into a cry of strength.

      And the queen and prince of night didn’t like it.

      A shiver went down her back. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing that the Wolves were about to lose. Ravinire whistled and the players moved back into their positions, Theac and his opponent three paces back from the ball. The score stood at three-nil.

      The Falcon whistled the start of the half.

      The howls reached a crescendo.

      The same thing happened as at the beginning of the game. Theac’s opponent was quicker, getting to the ball first. He spread his wings and leapt into the air.

      Then, suddenly, the winged man faltered mid-leap. Her eyes swung to Theac—he’d pulled a rope from around his waist and lassoed his opponent’s ankle as he flew upwards. Talyn’s second yanked fiercely on the rope and the Falcon cried out in pain, wings fluttering as he dropped back to the ground.

      Theac snatched the ball and ran. He had a few seconds before the rest of the Falcons—already high in the air—realised what had happened and flew after him. Two dived at him, and in the second before he was tackled to the ground, he kicked the ball down to Zamaril, timing the move perfectly.

      The thief caught the ball and sprinted for the goal. The two Falcons who’d dived on Theac wasted precious seconds untangling themselves from him and each other and getting back to their feet.

      At the northern end of the field, Azrilan’s two defenders swooped towards Zamaril, one of them lifting an arm in preparation to send his crackling warrior magic at the thief.

      Corrin, nearby and unseen, hurled his knives in quick succession, his hands a blur of movement. The first hit the Falcon about to use magic cleanly on the wrist, sending his arm askew and the orange energy burst flying harmlessly off course. The second smacked into the first defender’s ribs mid-dive, forcing him to double over, half-winded. Two more hit the other defender in the exact same place. The hits knocked the Falcon just inches off course—Zamaril dodged violently to one side and sprinted through.

      Seconds later he scored the Wolves’ first goal.

      The humans leapt to their feet, screaming their joy. Talyn simply stared—stunned.

      Zamaril performed an elaborate bow, and the human crowd began chanting his name. Corrin collected his knives and the ball returned to the centre. The Falcons started with the ball following the Wolves’ score. Theac’s opponent threw it straight up in the air to a Falcon who was too high for Theac to lasso.

      The Falcon winged swiftly towards the goals. Tiercelin dropped out of the sky, angling towards him. Another moved to fly up and intercept Tiercelin, but Halun grabbed him, wrestling him off his feet and dropping him to the ground where his wings were pinned beneath him and he couldn’t get away.

      Tiercelin intercepted the Falcon with the ball. They spiralled towards the ground. At the last moment, the Wolf pulled out of the dive in an exquisite display of timing. The other Falcon crashed heavily to the ground, dropping the ball.

      Azrilan leapt to his feet, signalling for a time out. Ravinire caught the gesture and whistled. The prince shouted commands, and the two injured Falcons limped off, to be replaced with the substitutes.

      Talyn barely noticed, instead staring open-mouthed at the Wolves. She couldn’t quite understand what was happening—after weeks of endless apathy and fear of humiliation, they were fighting back.

      It was Wolves’ ball. Tiercelin started with it down near Azrilan’s goal. Three Falcons came at him at once, but Halun planted himself in front of them. One slammed right into him and fell like a stone. The other two dodged around, but by then, Tiercelin had leapt into the air and was moving upfield with the ball.

      The Falcon centre rose in front of him, sword drawn. Tiercelin stopped, shrugged, then pulled his own sword. The man moved forward to engage, and the moment he did, Tiercelin tapped the ball down to Corrin, who had snuck up behind. Now engaged with Tiercelin, the Falcon couldn’t follow Corrin, who darted up the field.

      Tiercelin pushed his opponent back with a series of quick strikes, giving himself enough time to dart to the side and slam a shoulder into one of the two Falcons who’d dodged Halun and were now going after Corrin. The Falcon spiralled to the ground, where Theac was ready to pounce, axe swinging. The second got around Tiercelin, who was then left to defend himself from his original opponent.

      But that left only one Falcon chasing Corrin and one standing between him and the goal.

      Zamaril was waiting closer to the goal, and he and Corrin ran at the final defender together, kicking the ball between them so the Falcon wouldn’t know which of them would make the ultimate shot on goal, and sprinting fast enough their pursuer couldn’t quite catch up.

      In vain, the Falcon trying to catch them sent bursts of scarlet energy slamming into the ground around their feet and the ball. The violent crackling of energy snapped through the cheering and the roars, but neither Corrin or Zamaril let it distract them, focusing entirely on each other and the ball.

      The Falcon defender ahead of them was concentrating so fiercely, arms lifted in preparation to use his own magic, that he didn’t see Tiercelin raise his bow and nock an arrow. It flew between the two Wolves and hit the Falcon right at the base of his sternum. The cloth-tipped arrow didn’t penetrate skin, but it hit hard and the Falcon reeled back, gasping as air whooshed from his lungs.

      This time it was Corrin who shot the ball neatly through the goal.

      The score was now three-two, with still a quarter-turn to go in the half. The two crowds competed wildly against each other to be the loudest and most effusive. The stadium reverberated with stamping feet and chanting.

      Talyn could barely hear herself think.

      Azrilan was on his feet. A frown creased his handsome features as he spoke emphatically with one of the Falcons below the viewing deck. Mithanis’s face was dark as a thundercloud, he and his mother murmuring to each other. Cuinn appeared oblivious to it all. He was still sprawled in his chair, leaning across to speak to the woman beside him while the one on his lap nuzzled at his neck.

      The Falcons pulled together after Azrilan’s quick instructions were relayed. They swapped another injured man for a fresh one, but even so the ones left on the field looked to be tiring fast—sweat poured off them and their wings hung limply at their sides. If Talyn’s experience with her energy shield was anything to go by, their use of magic had likely drained them, not to mention the effort they expended in flight.

      Both teams spoke together in separate huddles for a few moments before Ravinire called them back to the centre.

      As the game progressed, the Falcons pushed the Wolves hard, making them run and work for everything. The Wolves did the same. The two teams strained together for a while, nobody scoring. The Falcons’ use of magic faded and then stopped entirely. Sweat slicked the skin of all players as the sun beat down over the field.

      Theac was slashed in the leg with a not-so-blunt knife, then Halun was knocked in the head with a sword hilt. A tense few moments passed while Ravinire called a brief timeout and Tiercelin kneeled beside the big man. The crowd roared when Halun clambered back to his feet.

      The Falcons almost scored just after that. Their attacker’s throw missed the goal by less than an inch. Then it was the Wolves’ ball from the boundary line. Tiercelin picked it up and kicked straight out. Theac caught the ball at the same time a Falcon swooped down on him.

      Talyn’s chest clenched, but then Theac did the unthinkable. He stepped to the side, body spinning gracefully in a classic sabai move, avoiding the dive and keeping the ball. The Falcon landed and leaped for him, but not before Theac smoothly kicked it down to Corrin.

      The youngest Wolf made it to mid-field before being accosted by two Falcons. Zamaril was there, though. He came running up from behind, launched himself into the air, flipped in front of Corrin, then landed lightly on his feet and drew his sword. The cocky grin that followed the move was the icing on the cake.

      What the...?

      Talyn stared in astonishment. She’d yet to see any of them successfully execute a flip in training, let alone one as smooth and flawless as what Zamaril had just done. All of a sudden the thief was brimming with confidence.

      One of the Falcons lunged at him with his sword. Zamaril ducked under it the way Talyn had taught him and came up underneath, smacking the flat of his blade against his opponent’s chest. Simultaneously he lashed out with a kick to the man’s knee, dropping him hard.

      Corrin took advantage of the distraction. He picked up the ball and in two strides launched into another sabai move, flipping over the whole group and landing on the other side, coming up running. Zamaril engaged the second Falcon to stop him following, but the Falcon with the damaged knee leapt into the air.

      “CORRIN!” Zamaril yelled in warning, fending off a series of quick attacks with astonishing ease. Talyn was agape. The Wolves were moving like a seamless fighting unit. When had that happened amongst the groaning and reluctance of the past weeks?

      The young man kept going, increasing his speed until he was sprinting all out down the field.

      “Corrin!”

      Talyn hadn’t even noticed Halun run up the field, but somehow his shout was audible over the crowd. Corrin passed the ball just as the injured Falcon dived on him, then dropped to the ground, rolling away before he could be tackled. Halun took the ball, tucked his head in, and charged for the end of the field. A final defender landed on his back, beating at his head and shoulders.

      Halun merely tucked his head in and kept charging forward until the ball was in the goal. When he looked up his mouth and nose were bloodied, but he was otherwise fine.

      “YEAH!” Talyn screamed, jumping up and down on the spot, heedless of the surly Falcon captains around her. Iceflight had his arms crossed, jaw locked, the chill in his bearing a perfect match to his name.

      The human spectators were delirious with excitement. There was every chance now that the Wolves could win. All they had to do was score another goal in the final minutes of the game.

      The Wolves knew it too. They gathered in the centre of the field as the ball was brought back up. Mithanis raged at Azrilan’s team, shoving his brother aside to do so, livid with anger. The Falcons returned to their positions with renewed determination in their eyes.

      The ball was with the Falcons. Their best attacker stood with it in the middle of the field until Ravinire blew the whistle. Before the sound had died, he rocketed straight into the air, Theac’s lasso just barely missing his ankle.

      Once they were up in the air, the five players of Azrilan’s team joined together, forming a flying V shape with the ball holder protected in the middle.

      Talyn’s heart sank. They were in an unbreakable formation. All they needed to do was to fly straight for the goals like that. Halun couldn’t touch them, and the four players surrounding the ball holder could easily deal with Tiercelin.

      It was a sound strategy—if the Falcons scored now, there would be no time for the Wolves to score before the end of the game.

      Whoever scored now would win.

      The human crowd booed at this unfair tactic, but Azrilan was back in his seat, wings relaxed, that little smile playing at the corners of his mouth again. Mithanis prowled at the railing. Their mother’s overt anger had faded to a cool watchfulness.

      Halun ran over to Tiercelin, taking the winged man’s arm and murmuring something in his ear. Tiercelin glanced between Halun and the oncoming Falcons and gave him a little nod. Corrin’s hands dropped to his knives, but they were too far away for him to do anything—he was at the other end of the ground. Still, he and Zamaril moved forward, closer to the centre, just in case.

      Talyn’s gaze went back to her single winged Wolf. Tiercelin’s face was set, hair damp with sweat, bow and arrows hanging loosely down his back. As the Falcon formation approached, he spread his massive grey wings and leapt into the air.

      Hope flickered in her. She knew what he was going to try and do.

      Tiercelin climbed quickly to their height, then hung in the afternoon sunlight, facing the Falcons down as they flew inexorably towards him. Her fists clenched of their own accord, her heart racing. “Come on, Tiercelin,” she whispered. “You can do it.”

      Time seemed to slow to a crawl. Then, Tiercelin held out his arm, palm outwards. As if holding their breath, the whole stadium fell suddenly silent, so quiet you could hear a pin drop. Talyn didn’t even notice.

      Then, with a snap-hiss that was heard across the stands, Tiercelin summoned his first Callanan energy shield. It was a great living shield of silvery grey light, shot through with sparks. He held it there, face twisted with the effort.

      The Falcons were almost too late to avoid it. They veered away, tangling with each other, dropping to the ground. Halun, Corrin, and Theac converged on the group, throwing themselves at the Falcons so they couldn’t leap back into the air.

      In a grasping, physical, brutal tangle they fought it out, each trying to get the ball. Tiercelin hung in the air, panting, clearly too exhausted to do anything more.

      It was hard to see who had the ball in the scrimmage that followed. One of the Falcons had hurt himself in the fall and was out of action. The others fought bitterly with Theac, Halun and Corrin. Talyn suddenly realised Zamaril wasn’t there, and looked for him.

      “Clever,” she whispered.

      The thief had used his brain. Instead of getting involved in the brawl that the other Wolves were able to handle, he hung back, out of the way. Sensing his presence in the way only a tightly melded team could, Halun, Theac and Corrin worked at getting the ball out to him.

      The stadium remained utterly silent, both east and west holding their breath in an absolute paroxysm of anticipation. Then, Corrin managed to roll his slim body out of the pack, the ball in his hands. Without hesitation, he threw the ball to Zamaril.

      The thief took the catch cleanly, but wavered a moment, his confidence deserting rapidly.

      Talyn hung over the balcony and screamed. “GO ZAMARIL!!!! I KNOW YOU CAN!! GO!”

      Somehow he heard her. He turned on his heel and ran for his life, ball tucked securely in his arms.

      Now the Wolves’ superior conditioning began to show. Both teams had been fighting for an hour, but whereas the Falcons were exhausted, the Wolves had more to give. Zamaril sprinted down the field at his top speed, determination etched across his face.

      The Falcons disentangled themselves from the pack, desperately looking to try and chase Zamaril down.

      Theac and Halun eschewed weapons and flung themselves on two of the Falcons, using their superior strength and skill to wrestle them to the ground, keeping them pinned there.

      Corrin fought the third, going at him with a sword so quickly the Falcon was forced into a flurry of counters. Their swords flashed, and Corrin kept up the furious pace, using sabai, using everything Talyn had told him, not giving the Falcon a moment to gather himself and leap into flight.

      Tiercelin dropped out of the air, using his falling momentum to slam into one of the two Falcons that managed to lift off. The two crashed hard into the ground, then lay there, gasping. Neither looked to have the strength to fight anymore.

      Just one Falcon defender left.

      The western crowd had started roaring the minute Zamaril had moved. The thief poured his heart into the run. Talyn was screaming, yelling his name, urging him on. The Falcon swooped through the air after him. Talyn’s breath caught—he was going so fast, he would catch Zamaril before he reached the goal.

      The winged spectators were on their feet now too, roaring in unison with the humans, urging Azrilan’s Falcon on. Zamaril heard the crowd’s warning and glanced up and back. The Falcon was taking no chances. He lifted his arm, made a throwing motion. Talyn held her breath.

      A bright blue light flashed, faded, winked out of existence.

      The Falcon’s magic was too drained. Making a frustrated gesture, he drew his sword instead and dove hard and fast at the thief.

      Zamaril dodged at the last minute, rolling along the ground. The sword flashed, slamming into the ground where Zamaril’s head had just been. The thief rolled lithely to his feet and the two opponents faced each other warily. The Falcon was armed, and Zamaril had his hands full with the ball.

      The Falcon went at Zamaril with a series of quick, stinging attacks. Zamaril stepped out of range of each one, though the last managed to scrape along his cheek, and bright red blood dripped down his face. Talyn snarled—those weapons were supposed to be completely blunted. She’d personally made sure the Wolves’ weapons were.

      The winged man struck again. This time Zamaril moved aside only an inch. He dropped the ball and stepped inside his opponent’s guard. Before the Falcon knew what was happening, Zamaril had gripped the hilt of his sword and twisted it out of his hand in a classic sabai move. In the next second, Zamaril drove his elbow into the man’s sternum. The Falcon dropped, hunched over, gasping, hand pressed to his chest.

      Zamaril picked up the ball and ran for the goal.

      The humans screamed like nothing Talyn had ever heard before. She found herself screaming with them as the ball sailed through the goals, kicked neatly from Zamaril’s foot. The crowd lost their minds in a cacophony of singing, stamping and clapping.

      Zamaril looked as if he couldn’t believe his eyes. She stared as it slowly sunk in that they’d won the game. A wide grin spread across his face, and he set off at a run back down the field, face alight with excitement.

      An icy trickle whispered down the back of her neck, tearing her momentarily from stunned joy.

      She glanced to her right. Mithanis’s dark eyes were on her, something unsettling in the quality of his stare. Like he was assessing her and didn’t quite like what he found.

      Whatever it was, she didn’t like it. She met that stare without hesitation, a little smile of triumph spreading over her face. He’d tried to embarrass and humiliate them and he’d failed. Miserably.

      She held his gaze for a moment longer, then dismissed it. As her attention moved away, it fell on Cuinn—surprisingly, he’d been watching the interaction between her and Mithanis, and a little smile of amusement curled at his mouth. He shifted, and it almost looked like he was about to give her a nod, but thought better of it and turned away, dismissing her from his attention.

      Then the roaring of the crowd broke through the bubble of silence that had settled around her and the princes, and the smile on her face widened into a grin. She swung off the balcony onto the grass below, ignoring how the jolt thudded painfully through her shoulder.

      The Wolves were gathering in the centre of the field, yelling and backslapping and grinning like madmen.

      Halun saw her first. His face split into an enormous grin. Then she’d reached them, and Corrin was chattering excitedly while hopping from foot to foot, and Tiercelin was looking right at her, pride flashing in his grey eyes.

      “I did it,” he said excitedly. “Did you see my shield? I did it!”

      “It was one of the best shields I’ve ever seen,” she told him. “I’m so proud of you. I’m so proud of you all.”

      “We actually won!” Zamaril looked as if he still couldn’t believe it.

      “You did well, lad,” Theac said gruffly. “You all did. I’ve never been as proud of any unit I’ve ever led.”

      She didn’t say it aloud, but she couldn’t say with any certainty she’d ever felt this scorching pride for any comrades she’d fought with before.

      “You did it, Tal. Look at them. They’re on their way to being an elite Kingshield protection unit.” Sari’s voice rang with excitement and pride. Pride for her.

      It took everything she had not to start bawling like a baby right where she stood.
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      With the ebullient cheers of the crowd echoing in their ears, the Wolves headed off the grass and back to their room. Talyn followed, smiling at their excited chattering.

      “Did you see the look on those Falcons’ faces when we won?” Zamaril crowed.

      “This will show them,” Corrin said, his face flushed with excitement. “We aren’t so inferior after all.”

      Talyn opened her mouth, wanting to warn them. The winged folk weren’t going to take this well. But the looks on their faces stopped her. They looked so proud and excited, she couldn’t ruin that. There would be enough time for warnings later. Instead, she asked, “Something changed in the second half. You started playing better, well enough to win. What was it?”

      “I thought an accomplished warrior like yourself would have recognised our strategy, Captain,” Tiercelin drawled.

      “I—”

      “Remember how we mentioned an alternative plan to deal with your attacker?” Corrin interrupted.

      “Yes.” She frowned, not sure what that had to do with the game.

      “Since the aim of shooting you was most likely to prevent you taking part in the game to ensure we'd lose,” Zamaril said, “we decided the best way to get revenge was to win the game.”

      “So we sat down and worked out a strategy to win,” Theac said gruffly.

      “We played terribly in the first half on purpose,” Halun said. “For two reasons—to gauge the skill of Prince Azrilan's team, and to give them false confidence.”

      “Then in the second half we came out fighting,” Tiercelin said. “And gave them a big shock in doing so. The momentum carried us through the first two goals, which was the plan.”

      “We had to fight for the last two goals,” Corrin said. “But this time we didn’t hold back, using everything you taught us.”

      “Our thief here has a mind for this sort of thing. Most of the strategy was his, and Theac helped polish it.” Halun gave both men a firm nod.

      “I see.” She nodded, trying to give herself time to come up with an appropriate response. If she hadn’t been utterly floored before, now she was downright shocked. Now that they’d explained it to her, she could see exactly how the game had flowed to a perfect plan—all those little things in the first half she’d put down to chance, it had been the Wolves, cleverly baiting the Falcons into thinking they were useless, while not allowing them to score too highly that they couldn’t come back. If she was honest, she hadn’t seen this in them.

      “Maybe not, but your instincts were spot on.”

      Before she could say anything, Corrin spoke up. “Captain, you told me once that you look out for those under your command. It runs both ways, you said. We're a team, we look after each other, and that means we’ve got your back too. Always.”

      “You're our captain,” Tiercelin added, scowling in a perfect imitation of Theac. “Nobody touches you without consequences. There was no way that we were going to lose today.”

      “I…” She trailed off, then took a deep breath. “Thank you.”

      An awkward silence descended, none of them comfortable with the sudden level of sentiment hanging in the air between them.

      It was Zamaril who broke it, clearing his throat loudly. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I think that win requires celebration. I know this great little place in the Dock Quarter where the ale is cheap and delicious. Anyone care to join me?”

      “You don’t mind if I come?” Tiercelin said hesitantly, his wings ruffling.

      “Should anyone speak against it, I’ll introduce their heads to a steel pole,” Halun spoke, the smoothness of his cultured accent at odds with the blunt words.

      Corrin nodded in violent agreement and Zamaril jerked a thumb in the big man’s direction. “What he said. Come on, let’s go.”

      They crowded for the door, excitement still spilling out of them in waves, then turned to look at Talyn expectantly when she didn’t immediately follow.

      She opened her mouth. It was on the tip of her tongue to say yes, to follow them out the door. But then it hit her. She wanted to. She wanted the high spirits and camaraderie of a night out drinking after winning a particularly difficult battle. And she wanted to do it with her Wolves.

      She’d started to care about them.

      Panic closed over her chest so tightly she almost gasped. “I...” She cleared her throat, swallowed. “You should all go. I need to stay.”

      Their faces fell, and the sight of it ripped at her. But she couldn’t do this again—she had to keep her distance.

      “Have fun,” she managed, doing her best not to let them see how broken she was. “And no drill in the morning. You’ve all earned a day off. I’ll see you in two days.”

      Corrin opened his mouth, clearly intending to protest, but Halun grabbed him firmly by the shoulder and shoved him at the door. Tiercelin’s laughter trickled out as the youth almost went headfirst into the door and Theac barked an admonition. Zamaril gave her a small nod and followed them all out.

      The door swung shut behind them and she took a deep, steadying breath.

      It was better this way. Safer.
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      He sat in his seat at the stadium for a long time after the game was over. Others were doing the same. Many were families. Husbands and wives and children excitedly recapping what they’d just seen and not wanting to leave and let the magic die yet.

      It had been a late afternoon game and night was falling quickly—the sky black and full of stars above.

      They’d won. And it had fundamentally changed his world.

      Somehow, some way, the Wolves had beaten Prince Azrilan’s Falcons and for the first time ever had won a victory for the human folk. He’d been unable to believe his eyes when he’d seen the way the Wolves fought back in the second half.

      They hadn’t been weaker, or less skilled, or in any way inferior to their winged opponents. The Wolves had met the Falcons head to head and defeated them on equal terms. Fierce hope had bubbled up in him as he watched them fight with the heart of true warriors.

      And all because of Captain Dynan.

      Any lingering doubts he had about her intentions in Mithranar had faded. She had turned a rabble of human criminals into warriors and—albeit unintentionally—used them to prove the worth of humans to a winged population that stubbornly refused to see it.

      She might refuse to admit it. Might deny it even to herself. But she was just like him.

      He wasn’t alone.

      It was heady; the fragile hope that maybe there was someone he could trust, that maybe for the first time in his achingly lonely life there might be someone else who wanted the same things he did. He crushed that hope before it could take root; it would hurt beyond measure if he was wrong.

      Still, he needed to talk to her.

      Soon.
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      Talyn had barely finishing bathing—made slower and more difficult with her bandaged shoulder—when a firm knock came at her door. Night had fallen, her room lit only by a handful of lamps. Outside the Mithranan evening was warm and heady with the scent of flowers.

      She opened the door to find Theac there, a large flagon in one hand and small sack in the other. Her eyebrows lifted in surprise.

      “Apple juice,” he said before she could say anything. “Mind if I come in for a moment?”

      She sighed. “Theac, you should be out celebrating with the Wolves. You deserve it.”

      “Yeah, well, me being around so much ale probably isn’t the best idea.” He shrugged. “Apple juice is safer. It’s also a lot more expensive, so best let me in so it don’t go to waste, Captain.”

      She wanted to tell him no. To retreat back into her room and be alone with her painful memories and despairing thoughts. Instead she found herself letting him in and waving him over to the sofa by the unlit fire. Her lounge windows were open, letting in the warm air and light from the torches lit in the walkway outside.

      “Not much privacy up here in the citadel is there?” he grumbled. “Windows and open-aired spaces everywhere.”

      “Plus, flying people who can drop in on you any time.” She smiled wryly, dropping onto the couch.

      Theac said nothing for a moment, busying himself emptying the sack and pouring them both a glass of juice. Along with two small cups and plates, the sack held half of a pie of some kind and two sweet-smelling pastries.

      “The pie is Errana’s.” He barely fought a smile. “She thought Corrin might be hungry after the game. The pastries are cherry—my favourite—I get them at a small bakery in the Market Quarter whenever they can get their hands on the fruit. I’ve been going there since I was a boy.”

      It wasn’t until she began eating that she realised how hungry she was—she hadn’t eaten since a small breakfast. They ploughed through the food in a strangely comfortable silence. Once finished, Theac leaned forward to re-fill both glasses before settling himself back on the couch.

      “So, who did you lose?” he asked gruffly.

      “Theac, I—”

      “I’ve seen it before, of course. Happened to me once or twice,” he said. He was looking at his cup instead of her, giving her space.

      “I don’t want to talk about this.” Despite his effort at gentleness, her body had turned rigid, and she stared straight ahead, not wanting him to see what was on her face.

      He was silent for a long moment, then, “Did you ever wonder about the blue we chose for the symbol of the wolf on our uniforms? The colour of our captain’s eyes. You said it was tradition in your Kingshield, and we wanted to honour that.”

      “Theac, I can’t—” She was mortified when her eyes flooded with tears. Had they really done that for her? She didn’t deserve that kind of loyalty.

      “You said we’re a team, and we help each other out. Now, I understand you might not want the lads to know your personal business, but I’m your second. More, I’ve been a Patrolman many more years than you’ve been a warrior.” He paused. “I’ll leave now, if you want me to, nothing further to be said. Or I can stay a bit. And you can tell me who you lost.”

      “My partner.” The words were barely audible. She wasn’t sure she’d ever said them aloud, not since Sari’s death. He said nothing, giving her space to tell as much or as little as she liked, and once she’d gotten those first two words out, she found the rest spilling out of her. “Callanan partners are close. We train together, fight together, think together. It’s like having an extension of your own body. Losing her was…” She shook her head. There were no words for it.

      “And you blame yourself.”

      Her head whipped towards him, and his mouth creased in a bitter smile. “I’m all too familiar with that look of guilt and self-hatred, Captain.”

      “It was my fault. Sari and I… we were good. They called us the best, and it was true. There wasn’t a mission we couldn’t complete, a battle we couldn’t win. It made us cocky. It made me cocky. One day I made a decision, went against protocol because I thought we could handle it, and she died.” Misery choked her last few words.

      “Maybe that’s true and maybe it’s not. Either way, it’s now something you have to live with every day.” He cleared his throat. “But it is okay to live, Captain.”

      She said nothing. The words were kind, but even now she couldn’t find it in herself to accept them.

      “I’ve been thinking on this a bit,” he started again. “How Tiercelin reacted when he tried to heal your knee the other night... what he said. Now, these Callanan of yours obviously have some kind of winged folk magic.” A wry look crossed his face. “I imagine Tiercelin has filled your ears with his thoughts on that?”

      She huffed out a laugh. “He has.”

      “It set me to wondering.” He cleared his throat. “You’re grieving, Captain, and rightfully so... but what you just described about how Callanan partnerships work... could it be that your magic also connects in some way? It would explain why Tiercelin sensed such a wound in yours, and why your partner’s death has hit you so hard.”

      “Maybe.” She wrapped her arms around herself, shivering as the conversation headed back into too painful territory. “What does it matter?”

      “I imagine if I’m right, the lad might be able to help heal your magical wound. It might make coping with your grief easier.”

      She shook her head. “That feels too much like letting go. I can’t let go of her, Theac.”

      He cleared his throat, hesitated, then said gruffly, “You need to let go of the guilt, Captain.”

      She said nothing, staring ahead into the unlit fireplace.

      “The first time I lost a lad after an order I’d given—he was barely twenty and I’d only been a watch officer for a few weeks—it took me months before I could go out on Patrol again,” he said. “They almost kicked me out then. Would have, if I hadn’t been fortunate enough to have a sympathetic patrol captain.”

      “Why?” She managed the single word.

      “The idea of giving another order, of going out again, it filled me with panic,” her second said simply. “I was terrified of making another mistake.”

      Her eyes filled with tears. She swallowed. “What did you do?”

      This time it took Theac a moment to reply. When she summoned enough courage to look at him, he was looking at her with an expression full of regret. “I started drinking. Not too much at first, just enough to take the edge off. But as the years passed and the mistakes and losses piled up… it just got worse. Two years ago, my brother died falling out of a tree while on an izerdia work crew. I went completely off the rails after that, was kicked out of the patrol within three months. Soaked in my grief and guilt until the day you walked into the pardonable cells.” He cleared his throat. “You’re stronger than I was, Captain.”

      “That’s kind of you to say.” She didn’t tell him she’d actively sabotaged her Kingshield posting, that she might freeze at a critical moment if Cuinn were ever attacked in her presence, that the sound of an arrow firing sent her into a panic. “I’m sorry about your brother.”

      “And I’m sorry about your partner, Captain.” After a moment he rose, clearing up the plates and cups. “I’ll make sure the lads are aware that not going out with them tonight wasn’t anything to do with them. And I’ll help you keep your distance, if that’s what you need.”

      “Thank you,” she said gratefully.

      He nodded. “I’m your second. So, I’ll see you the day after tomorrow for drill then?”

      “You will.”

      “Night, Captain.” And he was gone, shutting the door quietly behind him.

      “You’ve got a second, Tal.”

      She did. He was a grizzled, bad-tempered, too-old, stubborn alcoholic, but he was hers. And she wouldn’t have it any different for the world. That knowledge was terrifying and exhilarating all at the same time. Maybe, just maybe, she was starting to live again.

      She grabbed hold of that flicker of hope and sat curled on the couch, sipping Theac’s apple juice and willing that hope into life.
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      When Talyn walked into the barracks’ common room two mornings later, she found Theac sitting at the central table with a pile of parchment stacked in front of him. He was glowering, as per usual, but the sight made her smile. “What are those?”

      He looked up. “Enquiries about enlisting with the Wolves.”

      “You’re kidding?” Talyn walked over and dropped beside him. The pile was inches thick. Theac handed her a bunch and she flicked through. “There are winged folk names in here.” She frowned. “Are you sure these aren’t some sort of prank?”

      “I wish,” he said sourly. “The Falcon delivered them this morning—you just missed him. Apparently he started getting enquiries the day after the floods. He was just writing their names down initially, then when more and more came in, he started making them fill out proper applications.”

      “Before we won the game?” Her eyebrows shot upwards.

      A smile briefly lightened his dour expression. “I couldn’t tell whether he was more surprised at Dock City humans wanting to join the WingGuard, or their audacity in traipsing up to his precious citadel and approaching his Falcons in the first place.”

      “I can’t imagine they got a warm reception,” she said dryly.

      “I suppose we’re going to be able to train up a full wing. Sixty guards plus talons,” Theac said, slight disbelief in his voice.

      “It looks like it.” She scarcely believed it either. After all the time and work she’d put in since arriving in Mithranar, could things finally be turning around? That flicker of hope burned momentarily stronger.

      “There are over fifty names here,” Theac muttered.

      Shit. That sobered her quickly. She’d gone from reckless Callanan warrior to Kingshield guard to now suddenly responsible for building a full wing of warriors. Sari would have laughed if she’d seen her now.

      “Kahvi, Captain?” Tiercelin ducked his head in from the kitchen doorway.

      “Please.” She didn’t look up from the parchment in her hand. “And bring the others, we need to have a meeting.”

      “What, no run this morning?” Zamaril strolled in, stopping and whistling when he saw the pile of parchment. “Have we run out of kindling for the fire or something?”

      “They’re applications for enlistment.”

      “Oh.” He paused. “Why do we have them? Shouldn’t they be on the Falcon’s desk?”

      “They’re applications to enlist with the Wolves.”

      “Oh,” he said again, then started, eyes widening. “With us? Seriously?”

      “Did I just hear right?” Corrin appeared with Tiercelin and Halun behind him. “People suddenly want to enlist?”

      “They do.” Talyn thanked Tiercelin as he handed her a mug of kahvi, then motioned for them all to sit on the chairs around the table. “And we’re going to look at the applications together.”

      Beside her, Theac coughed. She turned to him, dropping her voice. “They’ve earned the right to be involved in this decision.”

      “Yes, of course.” He nodded, amusement flashing over his face.

      She gave him a look, then turned back to the others. “We’ll do interviews with all of the applicants we consider. I don’t care about previous experience, or what they do for a living. If they’ve got what it takes to be a Wolf, we’ll accept them. That’s how you all got here, and that’s how it will stay. It’s what makes you different from the Falcons, and in my opinion, it’s what makes you better. An applicant must have the full agreement of all six of us before we take them. Agreed?”

      A series of nods. Everyone but Tiercelin still looked rather floored.

      “We are also going to ignore the WingGuard’s ridiculous rule that women can’t become warriors. If they’ve got what it takes, we’ll have them, male or female.”

      Nods around the room.

      “We’re also going to accept winged folk, if they want to join and we think they’re a good fit,” Talyn said carefully.

      “If they’re half as decent as Tiercelin, I’m all for that, Captain,” Zamaril said quietly.

      Everyone stared at him, and Tiercelin looked unaccountably touched. His arrogant tone vanished momentarily as he spoke. “Thanks, Zamaril. And for what it’s worth, the Falcon offered me my pick of Falcon wings last night. I chose to stay with the Wolves.”

      “Good lad.” Theac gave him an approving look.

      Talyn wondered when the last time that had happened in Mithranar, a human giving a winged man an approving look. Or a winged man smiling back with genuine affection. The hope wriggled inside her again.

      “Life isn’t going to be any easier. I’m going to demand the same high standards from you and the new recruits, and eventually you’ll have guard duties added to your training.” She spoke over the lump in her throat. “If any of you have decided that this life isn’t for you, you’ve earned your discharge along with a pardon.” She hadn’t gotten Ravinire’s permission for that yet, but if any of them wanted it, she would do whatever it took to make him agree. She no longer wanted Wolves that had no choice but to be where they were.

      “I’m staying,” Corrin said fervently, words tripping over themselves, he spoke so quickly.

      “Me too.” Halun crossed his arms over his chest.

      Tiercelin’s wings rustled. “I already told you I’m staying.”

      “Same here, Captain,” Theac muttered.

      Unable to help herself, her gaze went to Zamaril. Her most reluctant and cynical Wolf. He’d hated being caged by the wing. If he wanted to be free, she wanted nothing more than to make that happen for him.

      He was watching her, pale blue eyes for once stripped of derision. She sensed him wrestling with himself, making a choice between trust and a new life, or going back to the life he’d always known.

      The other Wolves said nothing, letting him come to his decision. A smile threatened to break free when she noticed them all unconsciously leaning towards him. Even Theac’s hand had curled into the fabric of his breeches where it rested on his knee.

      “I’d like to stay, Captain,” he said so softly she barely heard the words. Almost instantly the room relaxed. Tiercelin leaned over to punch him in the shoulder. Theac gave him an approving nod. Corrin beamed from ear to ear.

      “Well chosen, Zamaril,” Halun spoke with his usual quiet dignity.

      She was struck by the strength of the bond that had developed between them—she hadn’t realised how strong it had grown. Sadness licked at her. Such a bond was a wonderful thing, but it could hurt too.

      “All right then.” She made her voice brisk and began dividing up the parchment into six piles. “Let’s start reviewing these. The ones you like, put them in a pile on the left, the ones you don’t, a pile on the right. We’ll interview everyone in the left pile.”

      There was a brief silence, then, “I can’t read.”

      It was Zamaril who had spoken, and it wasn’t the words that surprised her, but the lack of self-contempt or challenge in them.

      “I can’t read either,” Corrin admitted. “I’ve started learning from my sisters when I visit, but I can only recognise basic words.”

      “In that case, how about we work in pairs?” Tiercelin suggested. “I’ll work with you, Zamaril, and I’ll read each application aloud. Halun can work with Corrin.”

      “Could you…” Zamaril hesitated. “Maybe you could teach me as you go?”

      “You promise not to start spitting and snarling at me, and I’d be happy to.”

      “As long as you don’t get all superior, I’ll be patient.” Zamaril scowled.

      Talyn glanced at Theac. “That sounds like a plan. And from now on Theac and I will be down in the mess a half-turn after dinner each night if either of you wants extra reading lessons.”

      “Actually, Captain.” Halun spoke quietly. “I’ve some teaching experience. I’d be pleased to run lessons of an evening. Writing too. For the new recruits as well.”

      “Thank you, Halun.” Talyn smiled at him. “Let’s get down to it.”

      The sound of shuffling papers filled the room as the Wolves settled back into their chairs, brows furrowed in concentration, Halun and Tiercelin’s voices sounding as they read their applications.

      Talyn took a moment to smile at their focused concentration, then turned to her own pile.

      

      By the following morning, they had a shortlist for interviews. Many were poorer humans from Dock City, some seeing a way out of their difficult lives, others wanting to repay what the Wolves had done during the flood. But there were also wealthier humans amongst the applications, and a handful of winged folk.

      A week later, she and her Wolves had spoken to all of them and chosen who they wanted to take on.

      Ravinire frowned at her when she handed him the list of twenty names. “A full wing has six details of ten warriors, plus a talon for each detail, Captain.”

      “Yes, sir. However, given we have limited resources to undertake training, I thought it better we start with a smaller number—two full details of ten guards. Once they’re up to speed—I’d say six weeks for basic training—we’ll accept another intake of twenty, assuming you continue to get more applications.” She paused. “And then a third intake once the second has completed training. With that timing, Prince Cuinn will have a fully manned wing by the time my posting has finished in Twelvemonth.”

      “Train two full details at a time.” He considered that for a moment, then his face cleared in surprise. “You want to keep Theac as your second and promote each of the existing Wolves to talon.”

      “Eventually, yes. I think you’d be surprised with how well suited they are for it, sir.”

      He nodded. “Very well, Captain. I’ll send out the enlistment notices today and ensure the barracks are properly equipped for the new recruits, including uniforms and weapons. They’ll be ordered to report in two weeks, if that suits you?”

      She considered that for a moment. Two weeks meant they’d finish basic training by early Ninemonth. “Yes, sir. Thank you.”

      He gave her a long, measuring look. “I will admit to being thoroughly surprised, Captain. The way your Wolves played, the skill they showed… well, to be blunt, I would have called it impossible. You’re everything that was advertised.”

      So she’d passed his test. She was surprised how little that mattered anymore. “I’m not anything if you can’t get Prince Cuinn to let us guard him, sir. Without that, the Wolves are a well-trained protection wing with no purpose.”

      “Understood.” He hesitated, jaw working. “And while I respect what you’ve managed to do with your wing, you need to be careful, Captain. You’ve been here long enough to understand why, I hope?”

      “I do.” It was her turn to hesitate. “What will the consequences be, for our win?”

      “I hope there will be none.” Ravinire was grim, suggesting he didn’t believe his own words. “As much as it rankles you, Prince Cuinn’s utter disinterest where the Wolves are concerned will help. Still, there are a lot of unhappy winged folk. I recommend you all keep your heads down.”

      “Thank you, sir. I understand.”
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      Two days after her conversation with Ravinire, Talyn was summoned to attend the queen. A young Falcon came swirling down towards Talyn as she and the Wolves finished up drills for the afternoon.

      She gave him a nod of acknowledgement when he landed beside her. His wings were an entrancing violet in colour, and he held himself with the same casual arrogance that Tiercelin did, indicating he was nobility too. “Can I help you?”

      “The queen would like to see you right away, Captain,” he said formally.

      Talyn frowned. “What for?”

      “I don’t know. The order came via the Falcon.”

      Talyn sighed and waved Theac over, stepping away so she could speak to him privately. “The queen has summoned me and apparently it can’t wait.”

      Concern flashed in Theac’s dark eyes. “Be careful, Captain.”

      Talyn dropped her voice. Gone were the days when she discounted what her cynical second had to say. “You think I should be worried?”

      “The royal family is a pit of vipers, Captain, and the queen rules them,” Theac murmured. “And we just showed up her WingGuard in an alleya game.”

      Then there had been her conversation with Ravinire. He’d warned of consequences too. Dread swirled in her, but she tried her best to ignore it and clapped Theac on the shoulder. “I’ll be fine.”

      The Falcon straightened as she crossed back to him. “You’ll take me to her?”

      “Yes, Captain.” He hesitated. “Can I ask… well, that is… you taught Lord Stormflight how to do that shield?”

      “I did.”

      He frowned. “But how is it that a human could teach one of us how to use our magic?”

      “I think you’ll find that humans aren’t quite as hapless as you winged folk seem to think.” She kept her voice light. “Are you interested in learning… I’m sorry, I don’t know your name?”

      “Ronisin Nightdrift.” He gave a smooth bow. “But I couldn’t possibly… I mean, I was just curious.”

      “Well, you’re welcome to come and join us anytime, Ronisin.” She gave him a smile. “I suppose we’d best not keep the queen waiting any longer.”

      He flushed. “Of course. If you’ll follow me, Captain.”

      

      Ronisin didn’t speak another word as he led her through the palace, though she frequently caught him glancing sideways at her. His arrogance hadn’t bothered her overly much—she considered it progress that he’d even expressed interest in what she’d taught Tiercelin to do. She wondered if he’d take her up on her offer, or whether it had been smart of her to make it. She hadn’t forgotten Tiercelin’s warning from months earlier about not displaying her magical ability in Mithranar. It might be best if Ronisin’s winged folk pride held him back. The last thing she wanted to do was create more waves before leaving.

      When they reached the area of the palace Talyn recognised as the queen’s, Ronisin left her with another graceful bow at the open doorway to a sitting room before winging away. Talyn stepped inside, training and experience leading her to scan her surroundings as she did each time she entered an unfamiliar space.

      The queen was arranged comfortably on a sofa, lilac wings hanging loosely over the back, an untouched plate of fruit and pastries laid on the small table beside her. Ravinire stood behind and to her right, back straight and face expressionless as always. An unfamiliar winged woman sat to the queen’s left, and the two were talking softly.

      Talyn stood just inside the entrance, stance loose, hands behind her back, and waited. The queen didn’t even look her way. Ravinire stared at the wall beside her head.

      “Is she trying to be rude, or just making the point that she is queen and you are very much her inferior?”

      Talyn stifled a smile. “I doubt that much thought has gone into it.”

      Sari’s laughter tinkled. “If only she knew you were one of the Dumnorix.”

      “I suspect now isn’t the time to reveal that information. It might be misconstrued.”

      “Yes.” A disappointed sigh. “Your uncle won’t be pleased if you create a diplomatic incident. Although given he signed off on sending you here, I’m not sure you could be blamed.”

      “Stop trying to cause trouble.” Talyn squashed her partner’s voice, ignoring the indignant squeak that followed.

      Several more minutes passed before the queen deigned to look up and acknowledge her presence. “Captain Dynan,” she said, a polite smile gracing her beautiful face. “Thank you for coming.”

      Mindful of Theac’s warning—and Prince Cuinn’s passing references to threats of whipping—Talyn kept her expression bland and voice polite. “You summoned me, Your Grace?”

      Piercing blue eyes watched her for a long moment, and Talyn endured the scrutiny stoically. Training to be a protective guard had its benefits—fidgeting was frowned upon and quickly beaten out of any recruit. “Yes. It occurred to me that I had yet to officially meet the woman in charge of my youngest son’s safety,” she said eventually.

      “Or she finally noticed you were here after your Wolves trounced her WingGuard at alleya in front of the whole population,” Sari muttered.

      Talyn stifled a smile, managed a smooth bow. “I am sure you are very busy, Your Grace.”

      “Tiercelin Stormflight’s parents came to see me recently. They were very upset.” That blue gaze was unrelenting.

      Although Talyn couldn’t detect a question in there anywhere, the queen was looking at her expectantly. She cleared her throat, trying to come up with something polite but not inane. “I’m sorry to hear that. Can I ask what upset them?”

      “Since he distinguished himself so well in the alleya game, he has had offers from the captains of several accomplished Falcon wings to join them,” she said. “It seems that he’s turned them all down to remain with your Wolves.”

      “I’m sorry, Your Grace, I don’t think I understand your concern.” Talyn couldn’t help the edge in her tone, and winced internally, fighting to keep her expression deferential. “The Wolves are a part of the WingGuard.”

      “It’s a problem because my subjects—my friends—do not wish to have their son brought down amongst a group of humans. It does not reflect well on them.”

      The whip of anger that swept through her at those words was as surprising as it was strong. Talyn hesitated a moment, trying to choose her words carefully. “Your Grace, I didn’t force Tiercelin to remain with my wing. It was his free choice to make.”

      The queen’s gaze narrowed. “Be very careful where you tread, Captain Dynan. I acceded to Ravinire’s request to bring you here because Cuinn is my son and of course I wish him to be safe. However, he is the youngest, and as such, least important son where my throne is concerned.”

      A lie. Talyn’s gaze flicked to Ravinire. As usual his face was impassive. He hadn’t requested her. But of course they weren’t the only ones in the room—the queen’s friend was listening intently while she daintily ate a pastry and pretended not to be, and several Falcons were just outside the door.

      “Figure it out later. The queen is staring at you!” Sari hissed.

      Swallowing, she returned her attention to the queen. Aware she was on shaky ground, she attempted to be honest and diplomatic at the same time. “Your Grace, I would like you to understand that because Prince Cuinn is my charge, he is my priority.”

      Something unreadable flickered in the queen’s eyes. “Be that as it may. Tiercelin Stormflight will return to the WingGuard.”

      Talyn frowned. “Your Grace, his choice is to remain with the—”

      “His choice has nothing to do with it.” The queen’s mouth thinned. “And neither does yours. Tiercelin goes back to the WingGuard. Am I clear, Captain Dynan?”

      Her fists curled at her side, but she forced them to unclench and used every bit of control she possessed to keep her face calm. “The Falcon assigned me to the protection of Prince Cuinn. I am trained for this, Your Grace, and I assume that is why my presence was requested in Mithranar. However, I can’t protect your son properly if I’m held back from doing my job. Tiercelin is an integral part of—”

      “No winged man is integral to any wing of humans.” The queen cut her off, voice cold and cutting. “You think you’ve proven something by winning a game of alleya? In a real fight your humans wouldn’t have stood a chance against my Falcons.”

      Anger burned through Talyn so strongly she went rigid with it. For the very first time in her life, her Dumnorix blood surged. She wanted to claim it, right here and now, tell them who she was and demand Tiercelin’s return.

      Ravinire’s wings flared, ever so slightly, but just enough to draw her peripheral vision to him—to the warning written in his face.

      “You would have single-handedly destroyed those insipid winged excuses for warriors in a real fight,” Sari spat.

      Fuelled by her partner’s rage along with her own, Talyn ignored Ravinire and held the queen’s gaze, wrestling with the anger that wanted to break out. Her fury must be unmistakable, no doubt her Dumnorix eyes blazing with it.

      And then the blood drained from the queen’s face, eyes widening in shock and something like fear. It shook Talyn, broke the hold her anger had over her. Some clarity returned.

      “Your Grace?” Ravinire asked in concern. “Are you all right?”

      The horror vanished from the queen’s face as quickly as it had come, and the coolly arrogant mask returned. Talyn wrestled a grip on her anger and forced it down deep. Her Dumnorix name wasn’t going to change anything for Tiercelin, and it might anger them enough to send her home.

      “I’m fine,” she snapped. “Captain Dynan, I hope I have made myself clear.”

      “The decision is yours, Your Grace.” Talyn inclined her head.

      Her mouth thinned. Talyn hadn’t managed to entirely hide the edge to her voice. “I understand you are in the process of enlisting new recruits for your wing. Any winged person who applies will require the permission of their family,” she said. “I hope I’ve made myself clear, Captain.”

      “Yes, Your Grace.”

      “Good. You’re dismissed.”

      She turned and left before the words had even finished coming out of the queen’s mouth.

      

      She couldn’t hear anything above the angry thud of her boots on the marble and the noise in her head—a furious scream that had had no outlet back in the audience chamber.

      “Captain!” Ravinire had to shout as he flew up behind her.

      “What?” she snarled, spinning on him, still seething.

      “The two winged names on your list—Liadin Skywing and Lyra Songdrift. I’ve already spoken with their families on your behalf. They’ve been given permission to enlist with the Wolves.”

      She huffed a furious breath. “So you knew this was coming? You said nothing when we spoke the other day.”

      “That’s my prerogative.” His voice warned her she was stepping close to the line.

      She stiffened. “Excuse me, sir. I have to go and deliver the news to Tiercelin.”

      “He already knows.”

      “What?”

      “His parents sent the order while you were in with the queen. He’ll be gone by the time you get back to the barracks.”

      She gritted her teeth, a wave of sorrow sweeping over her at the thought of anyone but her delivering that news to Tiercelin. “Where will you put him?”

      “He’ll stay in the protection flight and go into the wing assigned to Queencouncil members for now, though he’ll struggle to be accepted amongst the other Falcons after being a Wolf. Once a spot opens up in one of the elder princes’ wings, his family name will ensure he gets transferred in there.”

      Talyn speared Ravinire with a look, saying flatly, “What a waste. But you agree with what she’s done, don’t you?”

      “I do as my queen commands. That’s my job. I think you’re forgetting that’s also your job while you’re here.”

      “Oh, I’m under no illusions about whose command I’m under.” She hadn’t forgotten the way the prince of night had looked at her immediately following the Wolves’ victory, and anger made her reckless. “Are they really the queen’s commands, or Prince Mithanis’s we’re all following?”

      His eyes flashed. “You go too far, Captain.”

      She shrugged. “I don’t care.”

      “You should, unless you want to see the rest of your wing disbanded and sent back to the cells.”

      That checked her like nothing else could. She was responsible for others now, not just to herself. She took a deep, shuddering breath. “You don’t actually agree with her, do you? That in a real fight those Falcons would have beaten my Wolves.”

      Ravinire’s face hardened, but he looked away from her. “I am glad, Captain Dynan, that our two kingdoms are allies. I would not like to face you in war.”

      “You could make them better. Your Falcons.”

      He gave her a bitter smile. “Not if I wanted to keep the winged folk happy. Now please, Captain, that’s enough for one day. Leave before you make things worse.”

      

      Some of the life was gone from the barracks when Talyn stepped into the common room a short time later. Theac stood by the fire, glowering, while Corrin, Zamaril and Halun sat morosely in chairs.

      Theac’s eyes went straight to her. “There’s nothing you can do?”

      She swallowed. She’d never felt more powerless or helpless in her life. “No. I tried, but... no.”

      “This is because we won.” There was no life in Zamaril’s voice.

      “Yes,” she said honestly.

      “What about Liadin and Lyra?” Corrin asked.

      “They’ve been given permission by their families to join us.”

      Theac barked out a bitter laugh. “Because they’re both younger children of winged families with no ties to the nobility.”

      Halun heaved his bulk out of the chair. “This isn’t right,” he said, then stalked from the room.

      Zamaril followed without a word.

      Talyn looked helplessly at Theac, but there was no reassurance there. His glower deepened and he left too.

      “It’s not your fault,” Corrin offered.

      She shook her head. “Then why do I feel like it is?”
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      The Shadowhawk’s right boot sank into a puddle and he cursed at the soft splash it made. It was an uncharacteristic error. The darkness was his shield, where he felt safe, where he could move without a whisper when he focused properly. Tonight though, he was tired, close to the end of his strength, which was dangerous in and of itself.

      His quarry caught the sound and glanced back, copper mask flashing. After weeks of waiting and searching—running himself ragged in the process—he’d almost caught a killer in the act. Not in time to save the victim, whose blood spilled hot into the mud of the alley, but while the culprit still lingered, ensuring his victim was dead.

      The shadowy figure had run the instant the Shadowhawk appeared, fleeing into the night. He pursued without hesitation.

      Now the killer led him deeper and deeper into the rabbit warren of alleys in the Poor Quarter. The night was warm, thick, and sweat slicked his skin. The scent of refuse and sewerage filled his senses, lingered in his sweat and on his tongue. It was a smell he’d never grown accustomed to, one that threatened to turn his stomach unless he focused utterly on the darkness.

      Ideally, his quarry would lead him to whoever was behind the killings, or at least where they were based. But he doubted they would be that foolish. The best he could hope for was to catch this one and demand some information. His mind shied away from what that might involve—he doubted it would come easily.

      On and on they ran, the Shadowhawk slowly closing the distance, his long strides and familiarity with the dark making it impossible for his quarry to elude him. He wasn’t sure where they were now, the houses and ramshackle buildings looming on either side, the river far behind them.

      The more they ran, the clearer it was that the killer wasn’t leading him anywhere. He was simply trying to get away.

      It was time to end this.

      The Shadowhawk sped up, closing the distance in a single bound and crashing into the killer from behind. They hit the ground, his quarry moving as they fell, throwing an elbow which hit the Shadowhawk clean in the jaw. He swore, reeling back as pain flared through his face. The man almost squirmed free but the Shadowhawk wrestled himself back on top, trying to pin him to the mud with his weight.

      A knife flashed. Grunting, the Shadowhawk knocked it aside, lunging to his right to do so. The weapon clattered away but he was off balance, and the killer brought his knee up into the Shadowhawk’s ribs. The breath whooshed out of him and he fell back, pain spearing through his chest.

      The killer was on his feet in an instant. The Shadowhawk lunged for his leg, locked a hand around his ankle and yanked. The man stumbled, falling again. He leaped at him, forcing him back down, struggling, underneath him. For a moment the Shadowhawk had his quarry pinned with the weight of his knees and left arm, his right hand free to reach for the knife at his back and use it to properly quell the man.

      Instead he hesitated.

      The man under him sensed the hesitation and renewed his struggles with more vigour. They wrestled in the mud for a few more moments but eventually the killer slammed his head back into the Shadowhawk’s jaw, sending stars flashing through his vision.

      Then he shoved the Shadowhawk off him and ran.

      Wheezing, the Shadowhawk sat up, biting his lip at the pain throbbing through his jaw and ribs.

      “Not much of a fighter, are you?”

      He pushed himself to his feet, incredulity filling his voice. “Saniya? What are you doing here?”

      “I was out and about, got curious at the sight of you running past. Who was that guy?”

      “He killed someone,” he gasped, took a moment to steady his legs under him. Damn, his chest was on fire. It hurt even to breathe. “And that’s a bullshit answer. You didn’t just happen to see me.”

      It was hard to tell in the dark, but he thought amusement flashed over her face. “You hunt down murderers now?”

      He said nothing, just stood there catching his breath. He had to focus. Focus. If he slipped, even for the briefest…

      “Well, my curiosity is officially at an end. See you around, Shadowhawk.”

      “What were you doing here?” His voice lashed out, sharp enough to have her turning back. Something in her expression made him ask, “Do you know who these guys are?”

      “What guys?”

      She sounded genuine. He didn’t believe it. “You know what I’m talking about. Your crew… don’t try and tell me your leader isn’t aware of a new group operating in Dock City.”

      “And if we did?” she challenged.

      “They’re killing humans. Murdering them.”

      “And I’m supposed to care about that?” She lifted an eyebrow. “I don’t know why you’re bothering. Humans die all the time in the Poor Quarter.”

      “I’m trying to make Dock City better for those who live here. If some new gang has their sights set on killing people for fun, then I’d like to stop them.”

      “And what makes you think they’re doing it for fun?” Her eyebrow lifted. “You know who the victims are, don’t you?”

      He stilled. “Who?”

      Her bitter laugh echoed in the dimness. “I figured you would have worked it out by now. You have noticed none of the victims are poor, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Then let me ask you a question.” She stepped a little closer. “Where do you think these well-off victims have gotten their wealth from?”

      His mouth tightened. “You’re telling me they all took bribes from the Falcons?” Suspicion flared at the little shrug she gave. “You know who these killers are, don’t you?”

      “My people know enough to know we don’t need to worry about them bothering us, and that’s all we need to know. You should consider doing the same.”

      It was a fair point. He should be focussing on his usual work, especially after the floods, but something about this new group made him highly uneasy. “Tell me, Saniya, were you out following me tonight, or the killer?”

      A short, considering silence. “I was asked to keep an eye out. Make sure they wouldn’t be a problem for us, like I said. And my report will reflect my belief that they won’t be as long as we leave them alone.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose to try and alleviate the headache forming there. The cautious hope he’d felt after the alleya game was already fading. Talyn Dynan wasn’t down here in the streets with him. Saniya and his network were. Despite his suspicions about Saniya’s motivation, her people cared about nothing beyond avoiding the Patrol and getting their cut. And he refused to risk his network members—normal people with regular lives—in anything that could hurt them. “Will you tell me if you learn anything more about them?” he tried anyway.

      “You know better than to ask me that.” She flashed him a grin that held no warmth, then backed away into the shadows, calling back a short, “See you soon.”

      He waited until he could no longer hear her footsteps before sinking to his knees and running his gaze over the ground. It didn’t take him long to spot the knife lying in the dirt a short distance off. Bending, he picked it up, angling the metal so it caught the faint moonlight from above.

      It was a finely worked blade. Expensive. And distinctive too. There were many smiths throughout Dock City—one of them would recognise the work.

      The Shadowhawk straightened and tucked the knife into his tunic.

      Now he had somewhere to start.
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      Tiercelin’s absence from the wing was a physical and emotional ache for all of them. Talyn’s fury over the queen’s arbitrary and unjust ruling seethed through her, refusing to fade even a few days later. After a gloomy practice, where the remaining Wolves had put in a full effort but without any cheer whatsoever, she returned to her room to find a courier had been and left a letter propped against her door.

      It was sealed with the black seal of the Kingshield and written on fine parchment. Curious, she tore it open, kicking the door shut with her foot as she walked into her room and started reading.

      Guard Dynan,

      Commander Ravinire has informed me that you were injured in the course of your duties. I hope you are recovering well, and that the Falcon was honest in his account of the fullness of your recovery. Should that not be the case, the king has made it clear that you are to exercise your discretion and return home at once.

      This missive serves as notice of a reduction in your posting length, as per Kingshield policy on injuries sustained while on active duty. Ship passage has been booked for your return home at the end of Eightmonth, rather than Twelvemonth. I have also written to the Falcon to advise him of the change.

      I look forward to seeing you on your return to Ryathl.

      Regards,

      First Shield Lark Ceannar

      Talyn stared at the letter in astonishment. She sensed her uncle’s involvement amongst Ceannar’s carefully worded letter. There was no such Kingshield policy she’d ever heard of. The king was upset she had been hurt and so Ceannar had fabricated an injury policy to bring her home while saving face for everyone.

      The old Talyn would have rankled at this interference into her affairs by an overly concerned Dumnorix relative, but now she wasn’t sure what she felt.

      She was going home early.

      “Good news, or bad?” Sari enquired.

      “I’ve absolutely no idea,” she muttered, then her anger swept back in. “Good news. I can get out of this stupid, arrogant, feathered world sooner than expected.”

      And return to FireFlare, to Leviana and Cynia and Tarcos. To the cooler climes of Ryathl and not being sneered at on a daily basis by every winged person she dealt with.

      “But that also means leaving the Wolves.”

      The Wolves.

      The end of Eightmonth was less than two months away. The new recruits would only have just finished training. Theac would have to take on the next two lots himself.

      “He’ll be fine, you know.”

      “I know. But they’ve just lost Tiercelin. And now I’m going to walk out on them too.” Her heart clenched at the thought. She tried to tell herself that they already knew she wasn’t in Mithranar permanently, but somehow that didn’t make her feel any better.

      Behind her, someone cleared their throat loudly. She spun, right hand dropping to her sai.

      Prince Cuinn leaned casually against her bedroom archway, an amused grin spreading over his face. Today he wore a violet silk vest—were those buttons made from pure silver?—and fitted ivory pants that fell to his calves. No shoes. Silver-blonde hair carefully styled to enhance his natural beauty. “Not here to kill you, I promise,” he drawled.

      “I'm sorry, I didn't hear you knock,” she said pointedly. Her momentary surprise turned to anger in a blink. This winged man annoyed her more than most people she’d ever met. He regularly tested her otherwise masterful self-control, which only irritated her even further.

      He shrugged. “I didn’t.”

      “Well.” She folded Ceannar’s missive. “Where I come from, that constitutes bad manners.”

      The amused smile widened. “Don’t take your bad mood out on me just because you’re angry at yourself for not hearing me come in.”

      Her mouth tightened. But her control reasserted itself and she said nothing, merely staring at him with a cool gaze.

      He sighed dramatically and moved backwards into the living room. “Is there ever a time when you’re not angry at me, Captain Dynan?”

      She bit down an angry retort. “Did you want something, Your Highness, or were you just dropping by for a visit?”

      “As genuinely entertaining as needling you is, I did have a reason for coming here.” Cuinn shrugged. “But you’ve diverted me, Captain, and I’m now far more intrigued by what’s in that letter you’re clutching. Good news?”

      “Yes. I’ll be leaving sooner than expected.” There was no reason not to tell him. After all, he was her charge. “At the end of Eightmonth.”

      “You have a lover back home.” He loped over to one of the front windows, staring out, his back to her. “You miss him.”

      Where had that come from? She hadn’t even been thinking about Tarcos. In fact, her attention had been on his wings—despite spending so much time amongst winged folk at the citadel, it seemed rude to stare, and they were unwelcoming enough as it was. Cuinn’s caught the light, a myriad of shades of silver and white. She might even call them beautiful if he weren’t such an unlikable person. “Who I may or may not take to my bed is none of your concern, Your Highness.”

      “There’s more,” he murmured, voice turning distant. “Part of you doesn’t want to go home. Underneath, so much...” He stopped abruptly, eyes flashing open. For a moment she saw true annoyance in his face, the first real emotion she’d seen from him. “Why don’t you answer any of my questions?”

      “Because I don’t have to answer any of your questions.” She forced calm on herself, putting a wall around her emotions so he couldn’t read them. “My only responsibility is to keep you alive. Even when your mother takes away my wing members.”

      “So nauseatingly honourable.” He frowned, ignoring her pointed comment about Tiercelin. “Why would anyone sign up for something like that? Potentially sacrificing yourself for a person you might not like or respect.”

      “You wouldn’t understand,” she said coolly.

      She swore he flinched, even though it vanished in a heartbeat, replaced by a roll of the eyes and bored huff. “I’ve been informed that by early Ninemonth you’ll—well, Parksin now, I suppose—have two full guard details in rotation. They may attend me overnight, but I’ll not be bothered with them during the day, and they will remain outside the tower.”

      “Overnight, and at formal events and any occasion you leave the citadel,” she said firmly.

      “I believe that’s the current arrangement.”

      “Good,” she said. “They’ll be ready.”

      He made a face as he walked to the door, waving a dismissive hand. “Don’t rush on my account.”

      “Are you really sure he’s a Dumnorix?”

      Talyn huffed out a breath, part laugh, part sigh. “I suppose he has to be.”

      

      She told the Wolves first thing the next morning, knowing if she didn’t do it immediately, she’d probably never get around to it. Their faces when she lined the five of them up before her indicated they already knew the news she had wasn’t good.

      “I’ll be leaving sooner than expected,” she said, passing Theac the letter. “At the end of Eightmonth. Orders from home. I don’t have a choice.”

      Theac glowered down at the parchment in his hand. Zamaril scratched his head. Corrin stared at his shoes. Their mood plummeted even further, if that was possible. Hers followed suit. After everything she’d done to build them up, she hated that circumstance was trying to tear them back down. She hated even more that it was partially her fault.

      “We always understood you didn’t belong to us,” Halun said with quiet dignity. “But you will be missed, Captain Dynan.”

      Corrin lifted his head, looking at the big man, then her. “And we’re happy for you. That you get to go home.”

      “The lads are right,” Theac said gruffly. “Now we’d best get back to practice.”

      She nodded, searching for but failing to find anything more to say. Zamaril was the last to peel away, but he caught her gaze and gave her a little wink.

      She swallowed. She was going to miss them too.
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      The monsoon settled in, a constant pattern of short downpours followed by light showers and quick snatches of dry. The new recruits started—eighteen humans and two winged folk—and joined daily training with the Wolves. Several weeks passed as they settled into their new world without Tiercelin, and Sevenmonth turned into Eightmonth.

      The ex-Wolf remained scarce. Talyn went looking for him one day, wanting to see how he was, but she’d been turned away by his new wing captain—a terse individual who’d told her she had no business in his barracks. She hadn’t tried again after that, not wanting to make trouble for him.

      One rainy afternoon, Talyn headed into Dock City once training was over for the day. A recent ship arrival had carried letters from Leviana and Tarcos and her plan was to go to Petro’s cafe and read them while enjoying a mug of kahvi.

      Set on higher ground near the border of the Market and Wealthy Quarters, Petro’s little establishment not only had the best kahvi, but its tables sat along a narrow terrace that looked out over the docks and Feather Bay.

      There were many lovely cafes in the citadel too, some with breathtaking views, but the last thing she wanted was to spend more time amongst the winged folk. She continued to rage about Tiercelin being taken from her wing, though she knew some of that anger was covering the guilt she felt over it, and over her sooner than expected departure. She had to keep telling herself she wasn’t abandoning them, even though that was exactly how it felt.

      Theac, the Shadowhawk, Ravinire, they’d all warned her what would happen if the Wolves won the alleya game. Yet she’d trained them to win anyway. And the consequence had been losing Tiercelin.

      Petro welcomed her with a smile as she walked through the door, cloak dripping all over his floor. “After the usual, Captain?”

      “Yes, please. I’ll be out on the terrace.”

      She chose a table in the corner that had a nice view without being crowded in by other patrons and remained dry under the terrace overhang. The waters of Feather Bay were grey, reflecting the drizzly afternoon. The flags of the docked ships hung limp.

      She chatted a few moments with Petro when he brought out her kahvi, then opened Leviana’s letter. Her mouth quirked in a smile at her friend’s cheerful, witty description of events since she’d last written. She was particularly excited about the birth of her new baby brother. According to Leviana, Darkon Seinn was the most gorgeous baby ever born in the Twin Thrones.

      Talyn’s smile turned to a frown when the tone of the letter changed towards the end.

      I don’t really want to tell you this, because I know you’ll worry, but if I don’t tell you, you’ll be angry with me. With a healthy baby boy delivered, my parents have cast me off completely, Tal. They’ve told me not to return to the family home and taken my inheritance. Just like that, I don’t have a penny to my name aside from my Callanan wages.

      Oh, well, it’s all for the best I suppose. I never wanted to be their heir, anyway, and I wouldn’t give Darkon back for anything. I miss you Tal, and Cynia and I can’t wait until you come home again.

      All my love,

      Leviana.

      Talyn sat back, leaving the letter lying on the table. There was no doubt Leviana had kept her letter deliberately light, despite how awful she must feel. To be completely thrown aside by your parents would be heartbreaking.

      Sighing, Talyn leaned forward and opened Tarcos’s letter. His was much lighter. He wrote mainly of his experiences with Ariar in the mountains, and it was clear he was enjoying every moment of his time there. She was glad for him—Tarcos took everything seriously, too seriously, she’d often thought. It was time he lived his life, rather than spending every moment considering his every word and activity and how it might reflect on his family.

      Sighing, she rubbed at her eyes, shaking off some of the glumness that was creeping over her at reading Tarcos’ account of life fighting the brigands.

      Going to Ryathl after Sari’s death hadn’t helped in the way she’d hoped it would, despite the presence of Dumnorix relatives easing the edge of her distress. Leaving to go so far away—facing the difficulties she had in Mithranar, they’d helped her distance herself from what had happened.

      Yet only a handful of weeks remained until the end of Eightmonth. And maybe that was a good thing. She would be able to see Leviana, be there for her friend properly. She would reunite with FireFlare, with long gallops through the forest and plains around Ryathl. And she missed her family. Not only her parents but her Dumnorix relatives too. The Wolves would be fine. Theac was a solid commander and she’d left them with enough foundation to build a strong detail—and depending whether the Callanan remained interested in the Shadowhawk, the First Shield might even send a replacement for her.

      But going home meant going back to her old world again too. And while part of Talyn still wanted that, a greater part of her couldn’t imagine ever doing it without Sari.

      She was so busy with her tangle of emotion, she didn’t notice the man sitting down at the table beside hers, his chair facing out over the view. When he cleared his throat, she looked up, startled.

      “It's me, Savin,” he spoke quietly.

      A quick look confirmed it was indeed the man who’d snuck into her bedroom claiming to be a spy for the crown. His hair was covered by a cap, and he wore glasses with thick rims. She waited silently while his eyes roamed casually over the bay. “I thought it was time to check in with you.”

      “You heard that I was attacked?” she asked.

      A little nod.

      “Do you think the same perpetrator was behind the break in at the palace?” She asked the question not because she necessarily thought there was a connection, but to test him. What he was willing to tell her. How good his sources were.

      “Unlikely.” He spoke the word decidedly, clearly confident in his answer. “One was an attack directed at you, likely aimed to prevent you from playing in the alleya game. The other was an attempted break in—nobody was attacked or hurt.”

      “And you’ve nothing further on who was behind the break in?” She allowed impatience to fill her voice. “It happened six months ago, Savin. I thought you were supposed to be a spy.”

      There was a stilted silence, then, “My inability to learn anything more about the break in is… troubling.”

      She leaped on that. “So it was a professional move by skilled perpetrators staged to look otherwise. Either that or you’re just not very good at what you do.”

      “The first,” he ground out.

      She still thought the break in had all the signs of being a reconnaissance, a way to test the defences of the citadel. That fit nicely with professionals being behind it. “Find out who in Mithranar has that skillset and match that with who would have motivation for breaking into the citadel.”

      Irritation coloured his tone. “I do know how to do my job, Captain.”

      “Then do it.” She paused, hiding her puzzlement about why he’d come to see her. As with their first encounter, she got the distinct sense more was going on than he’d admitted. It had been two months since the alleya game and the attack on her. Why come talk to her about it now? She sighed, dismissing her concerns—it was a puzzle she was unlikely to be able to solve given her imminent departure. “I’ll be leaving soon. If you were telling any part of the truth when you said your job was to protect the royal family, then you’ll report any information you learn regarding Prince Cuinn to Theac Parksin.”

      Silence met her words, and after another moment went by without a response, she turned around.

      Savin was gone.

      She wondered if he’d already known she was leaving.

      With a sigh, she rose to her feet. Her kahvi was finished and a breeze had whipped up, sending the rain into her face. She waved a farewell to Petro and pulled her cloak over her head as she stepped out into the street.

      “Captain!”

      Talyn spun, recognising Tiercelin’s voice instantly and stunned to see him waiting for her on the opposite side of the street. He wore plain clothing and stood under a roof out of the rain.

      She crossed straight over to him. “How are you? Is everything all right?”

      “I’m all right.” He gave a little shrug. “I’m sorry I haven’t been around.”

      “It’s all right. I’m so sorry for what happened.” The words came out in a rush. “I know it was my fault, and if I—”

      He touched her arm, stopping her apologies. “I wouldn’t take back our win for anything in the world, Captain, so please don’t apologise.”

      “Are you sure?” She searched his grey eyes.

      A small but genuine smile curled at his mouth. “Certain. And once my new wing mates get a bit more used to me, I’ll be back around visiting, don’t you worry. I did hear that you’re leaving soon?”

      She nodded. “In a couple of weeks. Is that why you came down here? I hope you don’t think I wouldn’t have come to say goodbye.”

      “No, actually.” His face turned serious, voice dropping. “I overheard a few of my new wing mates talking the other day in the mess. What they were saying… I thought you might be interested to know.”

      “What was it?”

      “Remember the break in? How the Falcon told us that those who broke in tried to access an old storage room in the barracks?” Tiercelin shifted closer. “Captain, I think that particular room had been used to store izerdia.”

      Her eyes shot to his. “They were after izerdia,” she breathed. “That would make so much more sense.”

      “That’s what I thought too,” Tiercelin agreed. “You said you thought they were professionals. If that’s the case, then they were most likely looking to sell for a profit.”

      “Then it probably has nothing to do with Prince Cuinn or his safety, but it’s useful nonetheless.” She smiled at him. “Thanks for letting me know.”

      Another smile flashed over his handsome face. “Any time, Captain. And make sure you do come and say goodbye before you leave.”

      “I will,” she promised.

      “Odd, Talyn. A professional group of thieves—which by the way, Zamaril claims doesn’t exist—break in to the citadel to steal izerdia, only it’s been moved before they get there.” Sari spoke as Tiercelin lifted into the sky with a wave, scepticism filling her voice. “So they’re professional enough to get in, but not to know the izerdia’s been moved?”

      “And why send someone to Cuinn’s tower in the middle of the break in attempt?” Instinct continued to nudge at her. Izerdia may have been a goal, but she didn’t think it was the primary one.

      “Exactly. They learned that despite the WingGuard’s lax security, they still couldn’t get deep into the palace without being spotted.”

      “Which might explain why they haven’t tried again, even though they didn’t get the izerdia.”

      It probably didn’t matter. She was leaving soon, and anyway, the Wolves’ job wasn’t to police Mithranar’s izerdia supplies. Still, she made a mental note to mention it to Theac.

      “You know what I want to know?”

      “Hmm?”

      “If Savin’s as good a spy as he claims, and he truly does work for the royal family, then why didn’t he tell you about that storage room being used for izerdia?”

      Excellent question.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 44

          

        

      

    

    
      Once done eating dinner in the mess with her Wolves—a much busier affair now they had twenty new recruits—Talyn headed for the Falcon barracks on the opposite side of the palace. Ravinire had ensured they had a full supply of training swords and similar weapons, but like with Tiercelin, Talyn wanted her two new winged Wolves to be trained with a longbow.

      So, request form filled out and clutched in her hand, she moved quickly through the various walkways. Her shoulder wound had fully healed by now thanks to Tiercelin, and it was a relief to be able to swing herself up ladders and balance on swaying bridges without one arm strapped to her chest.

      The Falcon barracks was actually a series of smaller buildings inter-twined together and sprawling down the slope adjacent to the royal quarters. Tonight, Talyn took a longer route, walking up from the lower levels. She wanted to avoid passing throngs of Falcons who were off duty, not sure her recent temper could handle the dark looks and muttering that inevitably broke out at her presence.

      She was halfway along an open-aired walkway that would bring her to a wide set of steps leading up to the central area of the barracks—only a short walk from Ravinire’s office—when the sound of a scuffle caught her attention.

      She slowed. The sound had been soft, and she wasn’t entirely sure she had… no, there it was again.

      The night of the break in came flooding to her mind, and she quickly folded up her request form and tucked it into her belt before reaching back to slide her right hand around the hilt of a sai. Then she stood, listening, until the sound came again. This time she caught a soft cry.

      The distinct undertone of fear in that cry pushed Talyn into movement. The sounds were coming from a narrow walkway that branched off just ahead of where she stood. Quick, long, strides brought her to the corner and she stepped into the walkway entry, poised for whatever might be there.

      The light beyond was much dimmer, the walls on either side so close together they cut off the moonlight coming from above, so it took her a moment for her eyes to adjust and realise what was going on.

      A winged man had a woman pushed against the wall. She was struggling, but not hard enough to cause him any problems as he held her there with his body weight and superior strength. Her blouse was torn, exposing her breasts. The man’s hand was on one of them, the other on his breeches as he fumbled to undo them.

      Fear leaked from every movement and sound the woman was making, leaving Talyn in no doubt that what was happening wasn’t consensual. So far neither had noticed Talyn’s appearance.

      And the woman was human.

      “Cut his balls off, Talyn.”

      “Oh, I intend to.”

      “Am I interrupting something?” She kept her voice crisp as she walked into the alley, keeping one hand on the sai.

      The woman froze at her appearance, but the winged man turned towards her with a snarl of anger.

      Then it was Talyn’s turn to freeze.

      Shit.

      The man was Idrian Iceflight, flight leader of Ravinire’s protection wing. She hadn’t been able to see his face from so far away, only the colour of his wings.

      “This is none of your business, foreigner,” he said coldly. “Leave. Now.”

      “I’ll leave when you let her go.” Technically a superior officer or not, Talyn wasn’t going anywhere.

      “This is personal business.” He repeated, voice turning even colder. “Go before I decide you’re refusing to obey orders.”

      “You’re not my superior officer. The Falcon is.” She took a step closer. “And I don’t know what your idea of consent is here in Mithranar, but that woman is not giving it. Let her go.”

      He shoved the woman hard into the wall then turned to take a step towards Talyn. Fury turned his shoulders and face rigid, and Talyn drew her sai. Iceflight looked ready to attack her. She glanced at the woman, trying to urge her to run while she had the chance. Instead she huddled against the wall, drawing her dress up to cover her chest.

      “You attack me and you’re a dead woman,” he said softly.

      “I’m not going to attack you,” Talyn said evenly. “But if I’m forced to defend myself, you’re not going to end up the winner. Leave now, and all that happens is that I report this to the Falcon.”

      He frowned in momentary confusion, then an incredulous laugh huffed out of him. “You think the Falcon is going to care about this?”

      “What’s going on here?”

      Both Talyn and Iceflight snapped their attention to the winged man walking towards them from the opposite end of the walkway. Talyn’s grip on her sai turned white-knuckled as she recognised the prince of night.

      “This is going from bad to worse.”

      “Stay calm. Play the situation as it develops,” Sari advised quietly.

      “Your Highness!” Iceflight gave a snappy salute, a note of subservience entering his tone. “I’m just dealing with a disciplinary matter. Captain Dynan was refusing my order to leave.”

      Mithanis’s dark gaze turned to her, contemplative. “Is that so?”

      “I came upon Flight-Leader Iceflight attempting to rape this woman,” Talyn said calmly. “I refused to leave until he let her go.”

      The prince of night looked at the woman still huddled against the wall, utterly frozen with terror now that he’d appeared, then down at the hand holding her sai. “You drew a weapon on my flight leader?”

      The danger in that softly uttered question was distinct and almost had Talyn drawing her second sai. A cold smile settled over Iceflight’s face.

      “Your Highness, as I said, the flight leader was—”

      “It’s none of your business what the flight leader is doing in his spare time. You are a foreigner and a guest here and he outranks you in every way imaginable.” Mithanis moved towards her, swift as a striking snake. He lifted a hand, and her eyes were drawn to the black energy crackling around it. Winged folk warrior magic. He opened his palm, bringing it close enough to her cheek that the energy snapped against her skin, making her uncomfortably aware of what it would do to her if it touched her.

      “He’ll kill you, Talyn. Don’t push.” Sari leapt to life in her head.

      Talyn’s glaze flicked to the woman.

      “Don’t even think about it,” Mithanis murmured. “I am a prince of Mithranar, and you don’t dare lay a hand on me. Now, sheathe that weapon and walk away.”

      He shifted even closer, using the magic in his voice and wreathing his hand to dominate and quell. It worked. She’d never faced song magic before, not used like this, where he could find the emotions he wanted in her, the fear and vulnerability and instinct to run, and bring them out, exaggerate them.

      She found herself sliding her sai back into its sheath and stepping away. Unbidden, her gaze went to the woman.

      There was nothing she could do. She couldn’t gainsay both Iceflight and Mithanis. She couldn’t stop them, either.

      She hated this goddamn country.

      “Go,” Mithanis said, a smile curling at his mouth as he realised he’d won the battle of wills. “And I recommend against mentioning this incident to anyone. Including the Falcon. You don’t want your precious wing sent back to City Patrol jail, do you?”

      She turned on her heel and strode away, hands curling and uncurling at her sides, the impotent rage so strong she almost had to scream to let it out.

      Just over a week until she was to go home.

      It couldn’t come soon enough.
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      He debated with himself over and over. Almost turned back three times on his way there. And when he arrived, he hesitated again, telling himself he was just making sure nobody was around. But the walkway outside the guest wing was utterly empty and had been for some time.

      Snarling at his own indecision, he reached up to check his mask was firmly in place, then headed down the walkway, blowing out lamps as he went. It wouldn’t do for one of the winged folk out enjoying the night’s thermals to glide past and see him approaching her quarters.

      He rapped a single, sharp knock, then shifted to sink into the shadows by the door. When Talyn opened it, it took her several moments to spot him. Her gaze instantly flashed from him to the dark lamps and she stiffened.

      “Not here to kill you,” he murmured. “But if you could let me in before someone sees me, that would be safer for both of us.”

      She hesitated, then stepped back from the doorway, closing the door behind him as soon as he was inside. He studied her for a moment, frowning. She was different from the last time he’d seen her face to face. Before the alleya game.

      She held herself stiffly, banked fury in her eyes, as if she was holding back from screaming… or attacking something. The emotion hit him like a slap in the face, almost sending him staggering back a step.

      “Did something happen?” he asked before he could stop himself. And then he realised. Of course—the removal of Tiercelin from the wing. He’d heard about it, but even though he’d seen firsthand how she cared about her wing, the level of fury he saw in her now seemed odd given how much time had passed.

      Her mouth thinned. She was clearly in no mood for pleasantries. “If anyone learns you were here, I’ll be arrested, if not worse. So whatever it is, spit it out, Shadowhawk, and then leave.”

      He couldn’t help himself. “Which begs the question, why did you let me in?”

      “I’m not in the mood for games,” she warned, voice low and deadly.

      He faltered. “What happened?”

      There was a beat of silence. She took in a deep, steadying breath, then shook her head. “Nothing you would care about.”

      “Fine.” He stiffened at her dismissive tone. “I’ve come across some information and I thought you should know it too.”

      Her gaze snapped to his. “Is it about Prince Cuinn?”

      “No.”

      She relaxed. “Then what is it?”

      “There have been a series of murders over the past several months.” He told her what he knew, how he’d chased one of them down and taken the man’s knife. “It’s taken me weeks, but I found the smith who made it. He said that the customer who purchased it wasn’t a regular and hasn’t been back since. But here’s the thing—the customer came in with another man. This other man recently put in a large order for weapons. Knives, swords and arrows.”

      She frowned. “For what purpose?”

      “He didn’t know. Or he was too scared to say. I’m not sure.”

      “When was this?” Her voice was crisp, the questions quick and incisive.

      “A month ago.”

      She turned away, thinking. “What do you think it’s all about?”

      “I have no idea. That’s why I’ve come to you.”

      She huffed out a breath. “I’m not part of your crusade. I’m only here to—”

      “Protect Prince Cuinn, I get it.” He stepped closer. “But something about this feels off, doesn’t it? Such a large weapons order—thirty of everything, he said. For what purpose?”

      “I agree. It doesn’t sound good. But it’s not my problem.” She shrugged.

      He stiffened. He hadn’t expected this. “So you won’t help me?”

      For a long moment she wavered, glancing briefly over her right shoulder. Then she straightened, as if she’d come to an internal decision. “I don’t know what it is you expect me to do.”

      “Something more than tell me it’s not your problem,” he said flatly.

      “Well, it’s not. And I’m done with trying to meddle in the insane society you have here in Mithranar.” The anger was back, and strongly enough that she turned away to pace across the room.

      Bitter disappointment filled him. Why had he thought this would go any differently? He was a fool. “Fine.” He nodded and headed for the door, hauling it open. “Thanks for nothing, Captain Dynan.”

      

      Back down in the city he strode through the tangle of the Poor Quarter, trying not to let his black mood take over. He’d sent another request for a meeting with Zamaril—his seventh in a row with no response—and approached their meeting site with little hope the thief would be there.

      Instead he was astonished to find the man waiting for him on the doorstep of an inn that had closed down a month earlier. When he saw the Shadowhawk approaching, he pushed open the broken door and stepped inside.

      The Shadowhawk glanced around, making sure there weren’t any watching eyes to see him go in, then followed the thief. A faint patch of moonlight shining through a broken window filled the middle of the open space but otherwise it was all in darkness.

      “You finally deigned to respond to my messages.”

      “I only came to tell you to stop sending them,” Zamaril snapped. “I’m not spying for you anymore.”

      He let a beat of silence pass. “May I ask why?”

      “I’m a Wolf now. My loyalty is to my captain.” He gritted the words out, as if he couldn’t believe he was saying them any more than the Shadowhawk could.

      “You’re serious? Zamaril Lightfinger, Dock City’s best thief, renowned for working alone.”

      “Things change,” the man said softly. “Stop sending me messages. Besides, she’s no threat to you.”

      “Oh, confident of that, are you?” The words snapped out, full of his irritation.

      “Not entirely.” Zamaril shrugged, stepping closer. “But she’s my captain. I’m hers to command, not yours, Shadowhawk.”

      “She’s leaving though, isn’t she?” he spoke in a cutting tone, still angry over her rejection of him earlier. “What good’s your loyalty then?”

      “I’m a Wolf now.” The words were spoken with quiet dignity. “And that’s that.”

      A long breath escaped him. Understanding. He nodded at Zamaril. “She’s lucky to have you.”

      The thief barked a laugh. “It’s the other way around, actually. Good luck to you, Shadowhawk.”

      The thief was gone before he could say another word, using the shadows almost as well as he did.

      He stood there alone in the abandoned inn, head hanging down. For a moment he was utterly lost. He didn’t know what to do next, how to fix the problems that needed fixing. He was one man, and one man wasn’t enough—that was becoming increasingly clear. And one day, well, he couldn’t hide forever.

      They’d find him eventually.

      But not yet. He forced himself to straighten, lifting his head. Someone was out there with weapons for thirty fighters. Perhaps a new gang, perhaps something more nefarious. He had enough contacts in the Poor Quarter that he’d be able to confirm quickly enough if it was a new gang.

      And if it wasn’t… well, perhaps he’d leave it for the WingGuard to deal with. Winter was coming soon and more people would struggle this year after the destruction the floods had caused.

      He’d make sure it was easier for some of them, at least.

      That was something.
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      Talyn looked up with a sigh of irritation at the loud knocking on her door. It was early evening—she’d just bathed and was relaxing with a book after the day’s training. It was one she’d brought from home, an instructional book on advanced fighting techniques with a sai.

      Reluctantly, she rose to open the door. If this was the Shadowhawk again... surely, she’d given him the message clearly enough the other night? She wasn’t going to risk further consequences for her wing by having anything to do with the Shadowhawk. If the Callanan wanted more information, they certainly hadn’t asked her for it.

      “Theac!” she said, surprised to find her second at the door instead. “What is it?”

      “I was hoping not to find you here,” he said tersely.

      She lifted her eyebrows. “Where exactly did you hope to find me?”

      “With Prince Cuinn.”

      “Okay.” Talyn was puzzled. “What’s going on?”

      “He left the citadel with a party of friends earlier today. He’s gone to the Acondor family retreat on Sparrow Island.”

      “He...” She frowned. “Sparrow Island?”

      “It’s a few hours sail off the east coast—most of the island is home to several hundred human Mithranans, but it also houses a private retreat belonging to the royal family.” Theac was wearing his usual scowl, but Talyn sensed a note of something different in his voice. He was worried.

      “Did he take any Falcons with him?” she asked.

      “No.”

      “Does Ravinire know?”

      “I’ve no idea, Captain. I only just heard.” Theac hesitated. “Tiercelin sent a message to let me know.”

      “Right. Well, there’s no need to be concerned.” She said the words for both their benefits. “There’s no threat to Prince Cuinn that we’re aware of, and he’s been unguarded most of the time I’ve been here.”

      “Right.” He nodded.

      Why hadn’t Ravinire told her? Why hadn’t Cuinn? They supposedly had a deal—he took a guard whenever he left the citadel. Annoyance flickered, and she was tempted to tell Theac to go back to bed and leave the prince to his amusements.

      But then she remembered the Shadowhawk’s visit. Weapons for thirty warriors. Warriors linked to a series of murders in Dock City. A month ago.

      “Plenty of time to put together an assassination plan.”

      She shook her head. It was a crazy thought. “Yes, but he said it was humans who were murdered. And one at a time. That’s a very different operating behaviour.”

      “But Theac’s here for a reason. And your instincts are screaming at you.”

      “And a group of professionals tried to steal izerdia from the citadel,” Talyn said.

      “You wouldn’t need so many weapons if you had izerdia and knew how to turn it into an explosive. But if you’d failed to steal some izerdia…”

      “And the break in… what if they learned they couldn’t get into the palace so they’re trying the island instead?” Talyn shook her head. She was being overly paranoid.

      Even so. Sari was right. Her instincts were telling her something was off.

      She fought down the instinctive tide of panic with reason. She knew how to do this. “We’ll take the Wolves and go.” She made the decision, nodding at Theac. “What’s the quickest way for us to get to Sparrow Island?”

      “By boat.” He hesitated, clearly reading the disquiet in her face. “What is it, Captain?”

      “A few days ago I was told that someone recently made a large weapons purchase in the Poor Quarter—enough for thirty warriors.”

      Theac’s eyes widened. “Where is this information from?”

      “Someone I can’t afford to ignore,” Talyn said.

      He nodded. “That’s good enough for me.”

      “Go and gather the Wolves—not the new recruits—arm up and meet me at the top of the wall walk. Quickly, now!”

      He left without a word. Talyn ran back inside her room, dropping the robe she wore and snatching a clean uniform from a drawer, dragging on her boots. She strapped and holstered her weapons as she ran full pelt for the top of the wall walk, almost barrelling into a number of people in her headlong flight.

      She beat the Wolves there, and promptly began pacing, unable to keep still, failing to ignore her unease. There was no need for this. Cuinn was just taking a trip, as usual not informing his guard. There was absolutely no reason to think any danger beckoned.

      “Except the idea of thirty armed warriors out there.”

      “Cuinn is the last member of the royal family any assassination team would go after.” She tried to reassure herself.

      “Captain!”

      She spun, shoulders relaxing slightly at the sight of her Wolves, then stiffening again when she spotted Tiercelin with them. His longbow and quiver hung down his back between his wings.

      “He’s one of us.” Zamaril spoke before she could get a word out. “And if there’s danger out there tonight... well, we’re a team, Captain. Let him come.”

      If she hadn’t been so taken aback by Zamaril’s heated plea on Tiercelin’s behalf, she might have refused quickly and firmly. Instead she shifted her gaze to the winged man. He regarded her steadily. “I’ll do whatever you order, Captain.”

      She hesitated. “Are you on duty at the moment?”

      “Not until tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Fine. You’re in.” She turned. “Halun, we’re going to need a boat. A fast one.”

      “I know just the one,” he said, life animating him at her approval of Tiercelin. “Don’t worry, Captain, I’ll get us there as soon as is humanly possible.”

      “What about the Falcons?” Theac asked.

      She hesitated. “I don’t have any evidence that something is wrong, and if there is, I don’t want to waste time trying to convince Ravinire. Besides...” After the incident with Mithanis and Iceflight it had become blindingly clear how little influence or capability Ravinire had.

      Theac’s voice dropped. “You don’t trust him.”

      “I don’t trust anyone other than us.” She stepped back and raised her voice. “Come on, let’s get moving. Halun, you lead the way.”

      Corrin hesitated. “We’ve never fought before, Captain.”

      “And you likely won’t have to tonight. But you said you wanted to stick around and be a Wolf.” She kept her voice brisk. “This is what it means. Now hurry!”

      

      Halun led them at a swift jog out to the Dock Quarter, taking them to where the smaller, private boats were moored. Eventually he stopped outside the door of a narrow house—one of a cluster along a sandy street.

      “The man inside runs a business trading supplies up the east coast. He’s not always legal with what he carries, but he’s the best sailor I know, and he’s got a fast, reliable boat,” Halun explained, one eyebrow raised in question.

      “Fine.” Talyn nodded.

      He thumped loudly on the door. A few moments later, it swung open to reveal a short man with a slight paunch and thinning brown hair.

      “We need you to take us on a run, Lifer,” Halun said. “Right now.”

      “I just came back in a couple of hours ago. I’m not going back out for another two days.” He shrugged. “I can take you then, if you like, but it will cost you.”

      Halun nodded amiably, as if accepting what the sailor was telling him. Then, with a move as fast as lightning, he reached out and grabbed the man by his shirt collar, hauling him bodily out of the door. There was a tearing sound as the cloth ripped.

      “You’re going on another run, tonight, and you’re taking us with you. No charge. Orders direct from Prince Cuinn.” He showed teeth. “Agreed?”

      He tightened his hold on the man’s clothes until he squeaked an agreement. At that, Halun let go. Lifer promptly dropped to the ground, then scrambled to his feet with an ingratiating smile. “Chatty tonight aren’t we, Halun? Where are you going?”

      “Sparrow Island,” Theac barked. “As fast as you can get us there.”

      Lifer nodded. “It’ll take a couple of hours, depending on the wind. I also need to worry about rocks once it gets dark.”

      Theac said, “Just get us there fast.”

      Talyn moved in front of her second before his bad temper provoked Lifer into refusing to help. “I know it’s late and cold, but trust me when I say we wouldn’t be doing this if it wasn’t of the utmost importance. We really need your help.”

      He stared at her for a moment, jaw clenched. “I owe you all one anyway, from the night of the floods. I’m tired is all, haven’t slept in a couple of days.”

      “Then you should lay off on the illegal leather trading, my friend.” Zamaril grinned, clapping him on the back, restoring the light mood.

      “What, and go straight like you lot?” Lifer snorted.

      “It has its benefits.” Zamaril winked at Halun, who smiled.

      The boat was small, but sleek and well kept. The Wolves piled into the back while Lifer put up the sail and undid the mooring rope.

      Luck was with them. The wind blew steadily from the south, pushing the little boat along at a good speed. Lifer guided the boat out of the bay and then up along the eastern coastline, his eyes constantly roving the water for rocks.

      Talyn ran her eyes over the Wolves—they looked calm enough, though Zamaril’s fists were clenched and Corrin was staring at his boots.

      Her own fear stirred, raising the spectre of doubt. Nearly two years now since she’d fought in a real battle—the break in at the citadel didn’t count. She didn’t have the battle sharpness she’d once had, and Sari’s death had ruined all her supreme confidence in one blinding moment.

      What if she froze again?

      Theac’s gaze shifted to hers, eyebrow raised, and she looked away.

      

      A quarter-turn into the journey, just as Lifer began tacking away from the coast and out into the ocean, it started to rain. At first it was a light drizzle, then became slowly heavier, turning into a steady downpour. Lifer rigged up a tarpaulin over the back of the boat to keep them dry, then rummaged in a locker for his wet weather gear.

      Theac relayed Talyn’s information to the Wolves in quick, blunt terms. All eyes flickered to her one by one.

      Tiercelin shifted. “Captain, you don’t think the izerdia…?”

      “It’s a leap,” she said. “But there’s a possibility—if an attack of some sort is being planned—that the same people were looking to get their hands on izerdia.”

      “And work out how easy it would be to get into the palace,” Zamaril added. “You think an assassination team is going after Prince Cuinn, don’t you?”

      “I think it’s one of many possibilities of what those weapons might be for, and not the likeliest one,” she said. “But we’re his protective guard, so we don’t take chances.”

      The Wolves sat in silence.

      Talyn wavered between confidence that she was worrying over nothing—that she was being overcautious in heading out to this island in the middle of the night—and fear that her instincts weren’t wrong, that something was going to happen and that Cuinn was facing danger without her there. Ultimately, no matter what else had happened in Mithranar, no matter her Callanan mission or training the Wolves, her one and only job as a Kingshield guard was to keep a member of the Dumnorix family safe.

      When terror of failing in that mission threatened to become overwhelming, she switched to worrying about the Wolves instead. If the worst happened, they’d never faced a real fight before. Would they stand firm and fight as they’d been trained, or would they panic and forget everything under the pressure of having their lives in danger? It could go either way.

      An alleya game was one thing. Having someone come at you with a sharp blade intent on killing you? The smell of blood and screams of pain? That was something else entirely.

      “We’re not far now,” Lifer shouted, jolting her from her thoughts. “It’s just around this headland. I don’t usually go anywhere near it because of the Falcon patrols, but the family has a small dock for their private boats. I’ll take you in and drop you off.”

      “Don’t wait around,” Theac told him. “Drop us off and get out of here.”

      His eyes flickered nervously between them. “Is there something going on?”

      “Probably not.” Theac glanced at Talyn. His gruff confidence reassured her. “But it’s best to be safe.”

      She looked ahead through the curtain of falling rain. “We’ll be fine.”
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      Despite the rain and the worsening seas, Lifer delivered them safely to the small jetty which jutted out from a sheer cliff face. Squinting, Talyn could just make out a narrow gap in the cliff at the end of the jetty, and what looked like a path heading to a steep stairwell clinging to the side of the cliff face.

      Perched high above on a rocky outcropping was a house shrouded in darkness and rain. As far as she could tell, the rest of the clifftop was covered in trees.

      The retreat was isolated.

      Perfect territory for an assassination attempt by a skilled and well-prepared squad, especially once they realised it would be too difficult to try and sneak into the palace without being seen. It would only be a matter of patience and waiting until their target came out here.

      The Wolves clambered out onto the rain-soaked wood behind Talyn. Lifer stayed in his boat, eyes tracking them as they ran along the jetty. She’d forgotten about him by the time they reached the wet sand at the base of the cliff and started straight up the stairs.

      The rock was uneven and slippery from the rain, the darkness making it hard to see the way properly. Tiercelin leapt into the air without being asked, hovering close in case one of them slipped and fell. At the top, they were greeted with a narrow, paved path leading in the direction of the house, though the structure wasn’t visible through thick trees.

      Tiercelin landed, wings furling at his sides, and began walking along the path, but Talyn stopped him, motioning for the Wolves to gather around her. “We need to scout the area before we go charging in blind. Follow me and try not to make any noise.”

      They nodded without hesitation. She tried not to fear for them—if there was indeed an assassination team here, one of them could get hurt. Ruthlessly, she shoved that fear away, along with the fear that she might not be up to this anymore.

      Whether or not she was, she was doing it anyway. Some core part of her simply wouldn’t let her do otherwise.

      She stepped off the path and began moving through the dripping forest, heading in the general direction of the house she’d spotted at the top of the cliff. Slowly the trees thinned, and the house came into sight, a dim outline against the night sky. Three stories high and surrounded on three sides by a wide veranda.

      An area the size of an alleya field had been cleared around the house—perfectly manicured lawn lit by the watery light of a moon mostly obscured by clouds.

      Shit.

      “You won’t be sneaking up on that house,” Sari offered helpfully.

      Talyn knelt behind the tree line and the Wolves followed suit without a word. For a long time, they watched the house, rain pattering around them. Some of the tight anxiety in her stomach loosened when nothing moved. There were a handful of lights on inside, but the house was mostly dark. It was well after midnight, and likely everybody was abed. There were no unusual sounds above the rain.

      Then, Tiercelin stiffened. Talyn’s heart thudded when he pointed to a shadowy figure that appeared from around the left side of the house, swung up onto the veranda roof and crouched there, as if waiting. Tiercelin’s winged folk vision had been first to catch it.

      “Shit,” Zamaril cursed in a whisper. “Do you think they’re already inside?”

      “Could it be one of the guests?” Corrin said.

      “Climbing onto the roof?” Zamaril hissed back.

      “Prince Cuinn would have only winged folk with him,” Theac said quietly. “They wouldn’t need to be climbing onto the roof. And any human servants in there wouldn’t be either.”

      “Theac’s right.” She was reassured by his quick analysis. Theac knew what he was doing, and she had to allow herself to rely on that. “The better question is where did he or she come from? We’ve been here a half-turn and nobody has come past.”

      “They must have climbed the cliffs to the south.” Halun’s voice rumbled.

      “Then they were out there on a boat too.” Corrin’s voice was full of dread. “We’re lucky we didn’t run right into them.”

      Thirty warriors. A cold chill shivered through her. Thirty assassins and she had herself and five Wolves. All she could hope was that the Shadowhawk’s information had nothing to do with what was happening. That this was something else.

      “Can you make out where the others are, Tiercelin?” Talyn asked, shaking her head as Zamaril went to open his mouth. “The person on the roof is a lookout, watching for anyone approaching the front of the house. You don’t have a lookout unless there’s more than one of you.”

      “I can’t see anything else,” Tiercelin responded a moment later.

      “They might still be climbing the cliffs,” Theac said in an undertone.

      “They’re setting themselves up. It’s what I would do if I were planning an attack here.” Talyn’s eyes never stopped, constantly roving the area before them. “I’m going to go in first and take out their observer. We go in quiet through the front, delay how long it takes them to learn we’re here.”

      “We’re possibly facing superior numbers, so we pick them off one by one if we can.” Zamaril nodded.

      She glanced at him. “Exactly. Tiercelin, do you know where Prince Cuinn’s bedroom will be?”

      A firm nod from the winged man. “Third floor, eastern side, corner suite. I’ve been here before.”

      “Good. Once the observer is dead, Tiercelin, I want you in the air covering the others as they cross the open ground to the front door. You see anything move on them and you shoot to kill, understand?”

      Her met her gaze steadily. “I will.”

      Anxiety tore at her—they could already be in the house, already making for Cuinn’s room—but if she made a mistake here and rushed in, they’d all die along with Cuinn.

      She took a breath. “Once we’re in, Theac, you and Zamaril go straight for Prince Cuinn—don’t stop for anything. Extinguish any lamps in his room and keep him still and quiet. Corrin and Halun, stay together but spread through the ground floor of the house and take out anybody you come across that has a weapon. I’ll do the same with the second floor. From there we move up to the third, clear it on our way to the prince’s room.”

      “And me?” Tiercelin asked.

      “You stay up high in the air—shoot anyone armed who comes running out here, or follows us in. I’m assuming Cuinn has friends staying with him. If any of you come across them, or any servants still awake, tell them to stay in their rooms and barricade the door. Any questions?”

      They shook their heads one by one.

      Talyn sensed their nervousness, but also their determination. “If you get caught and you need help, remember the whistle I taught you. Don’t hesitate to use it.” She paused, talking to herself as much as them. “Things will get chaotic and scary in there, and when that happens, just go with your training and your instincts. Take a deep breath, relax as best you can, and all those endless hours of training will take over.”

      “We’ll be all right, Captain.” Theac nodded. “Now go.”

      Talyn rose to her feet and rounded the house, not leaving the trees until she was directly east of the veranda. Then she dashed out, running low and keeping to the shadows. Nothing moved on the roof.

      One light step up onto the veranda and she paused, utterly still, making sure there wasn’t anyone else around. Nothing moved. As she’d suspected, the man on the roof was the front sentry—meaning the others were probably coming up the cliffs and in through the back. Once confident she was alone, her eyes turned to the section of the roof where the lookout was crouched.

      Her right hand reached for her sai. She pulled it silently from the sheath, balanced it in her hand, then moved into a light run, her feet touching the wooden veranda floor without sound.

      Judging her move with instinct born of years of training, she launched herself upwards, right arm extended. The sai she gripped in her right hand slid through the thatched veranda roof—deadly sharp—and into the chest of the man who crouched above.

      He didn’t make a sound as he died.

      And it had been as easy as breathing.

      Talyn landed lightly, sheathing her bloody sai and making a sharp gesture to the Wolves watching from the trees. Tiercelin was a blur of movement as he launched himself into the night sky.

      The others emerged from the trees at a run, but Talyn didn’t wait before going to the door and pushing it slowly open. Her eyes scanned the interior. A lounge area, lit by a dying fire.

      The slight click from the shadows on the other side of the room was all the warning she got. Talyn launched into a run, at the same instant summoning her bright sapphire energy shield. The energy drain was immediate, slowing her steps a fraction. Two crossbow bolts zoomed towards her and sizzled harmlessly into the shield.

      Before he could reload, she was across the room and moving into the darkness beyond where the crossbowman crouched, bow aimed at the front door. Along with the copper mask covering his face down to his mouth, he wore all black.

      Another lookout. Whoever they were, they were most definitely professionals. An interesting detail to think on later.

      Right now she was more interested in removing the threat they posed to her charge. As the shooter hastily tried to reload, she stepped in and drove the point of her sai into his throat.

      A clean, silent kill.

      Withdrawing the sai, she straightened, a distant part of her thoroughly relieved the man had been firing a crossbow, not bow and arrow. There’d been no tell-tale hiss to send her spiralling into a panic.

      A sound behind her had her spinning, sai raised, but it was just the Wolves coming through the front entrance. Zamaril and Theac headed straight up the staircase to the left of the door, weapons drawn but moving as quietly as she’d taught them.

      She stepped back into the light, then gestured sharply to Halun and Corrin. The young man’s eyes widened at the sight of the dead man at her feet.

      “Another lookout,” she murmured. “He was here to kill anyone coming through that front door. There are likely to be more, so move quietly and check every room before you enter it.”

      “We will.” Corrin was pale, mouth in a tight line. “Go, Captain. They might already be upstairs.”

      She nodded and left them, running back through the lit room, and taking the stairs that Zamaril and Theac had disappeared up. If the assassins were coming through the back of the house, then there must be a second staircase—the lookout position at the front stairs likely there to stop anyone surprising the attack team from the front.

      On the second floor landing she paused, allowing her eyes to adjust to the dimness. A long corridor stretched ahead and to her left, both dark, both holding a series of closed doors. She took the one straight ahead.

      She tensed as she approached the end of the hall where it intersected with another that ran the length of the back of the house. She was five steps from reaching it when two masked figures appeared from the right, padding on silent feet, swords held ready.

      They saw her quickly, catching her movement in their peripheral vision.

      She didn’t stop her forward movement, lifting her right sai to catch the swinging blade of the closest swordsman. A practised twist of her wrist yanked the sword from his hand and left his torso momentarily open. In a breath she’d stepped into him and buried her second sai in his heart.

      As he dropped, she stepped away from the other man’s lunge, sheathed her remaining sai and ducked down to sweep up the fallen sword in one movement. Her attacker followed, pressing her further back down the hallway with a series of controlled slashes.

      She parried each of them, then shoved his blade to the side before swinging back and slicing the tip of her sword through his neck. His hands rose to his ruined throat as he fell. Blood sprayed in a wide arc. Warm droplets of it spattered over her face and hands.

      It was over in seconds. She was breathing hard, muscles trembling—the burst of adrenalin keeping her on her feet.

      She kept the sword, yanked her other sai from the dead man’s chest, and went to the end of the corridor—several paces to her right was the landing for the second stairwell. Two more swordsmen were coming up at a run, clearly alerted by the sound of fighting. At a shout from below, they veered sharply to each side of the staircase.

      Another crossbow twanged and several bolts came flying up the stairwell at her, directly between the two swordsmen.

      Swearing, Talyn summoned her shield, slamming it into place. Both swordsmen hesitated, shock flaring in their eyes at the sight of her shield. Then the sound of fighting from below—the thump of a knife hitting flesh, Halun’s low growl.

      “We’ve got the shooter, Captain!” Corrin called up, voice admirably steady. “You’re clear.”

      She dropped the shield, heart thudding at the effort it had taken, before turning her focus to the first assassin to reach the top of the stairs. She lashed out with a booted foot, sending him tumbling back down the way he’d come.

      “Incoming!” she shouted, even as she ducked under the second man’s swing and ran her sword through his chest.

      A loud echoing whistle sounded—Zamaril from somewhere above.

      Leaving the sword impaled in the dead body, she spun and took the stairs up to the third floor at a sprint. The whistle came again as she reached the landing—from one of the rooms at the end of the corridor. The eastern suite, like Tiercelin had said.

      Talyn ran, sprinting down the corridor at top speed, then shouldered her way through the double doors of the room at the end. A sai in each hand, she surveyed the scene, looking for her charge.

      Cuinn was in the corner of the room to her right, chest bare, golden hair in disarray. A winged woman crouched naked behind him, wrapped in the bed sheet. All three arched windows were open, shutters swinging out in the breeze.

      Theac and Zamaril stood between Cuinn and three masked attackers. Two bodies already lay bleeding on the floor. Theac’s axe and Zamaril’s sword were dripping blood, and both men were breathing hard.

      “They came through the windows,” Theac shouted unnecessarily.

      Three masked heads shifted her way, then glanced at each other. One moved on her. She killed him before he could take a step with a throw of her sai. Zamaril’s blade flicked as the thief took advantage of his opponent’s distraction, disarming the man and opening up his throat. The third hesitated, then moved on Cuinn. Talyn’s second sai took him in the back.

      “Are you all right?” Talyn snapped at Cuinn as she moved quickly to retrieve her sais.

      He nodded. “Zamaril and Theac arrived just as they burst through the windows.”

      “Unlocked, were they?” she snapped, then dismissed him before he could respond and looked at Theac and Zamaril. “You two okay?”

      “A few cuts, nothing serious,” Zamaril said, then looked at the dead bodies, his skin pale and spattered with drying blood. “Killing’s a rather messy business, isn’t it?”

      Theac gripped his arm. “You don’t ever get used to killing, and that’s the way it should be.”

      “Is the prince okay?” Corrin appeared in the doorway, panting. His hands were splattered with blood and gore, but a determined light shone fiercely in his green eyes. Halun was behind him, axe slick with blood and brain matter. He, too, was a grisly sight. They’d killed more than just the crossbowman below. Pride flared briefly in her chest—her Wolves hadn’t folded, they’d fought.

      “For now.” She nodded briskly. “Is the ground floor clear?”

      “We took out the shooter and the man you kicked downstairs, plus another two creeping in through the kitchen. But then we came as soon as we heard the distress signal, so we didn’t get a chance to clear the whole ground floor.” Corrin spoke quickly, words falling over each other.

      She did a quick count in her head. “That’s what, ten dead? I’m betting there’s a second wave out there somewhere, if not already in the house. Sari?” It didn’t matter that her partner wasn’t physically present, not now when her charge’s life was in the balance.

      “A good possibility. Plan for it.” A second’s thought. “They know where Cuinn is, so first thing to do is get away from there.”

      She nodded, faced the Wolves. “First we get the prince out of this house—if there are more, they’ll be coming straight at this room.” She was bitterly regretting not telling Ravinire where they were going as she glanced around, eyes falling on the open windows. “We’ll go out the windows, make straight for the cover of the forest. Once clear we’ll plan where next. Halun, you first. Go!”

      The big man didn’t protest, making straight for the windows.

      “What about my friends staying here?” Cuinn demanded suddenly. “We’re just going to abandon them?”

      She gave him a flat look, motioning for Zamaril to follow Halun out. “Yes. Your life is our priority and we can’t save everyone. Besides, the assassins are after you, not your friends. Hopefully they’ll be left alone.”

      “Hopefully? That’s not good enough.” He was upset. She found it both annoying and surprising—when had he ever displayed a shred of caring about anyone else?

      “Too bad,” she said, ice-cold. “Maybe if you’d let us bring a full guard here, we could protect more people. Now out the window. Stick close to the wall and don’t leave Halun’s side until we’re all down.”

      His mouth thinned, but he did as she asked, wings rustling as he leapt after the other two. Theac went next, then Corrin, Talyn shooting anxious glances at the doorway, expecting more assassins to burst through at any moment.

      But none came, and then she was out, shimmying down the drainpipe to land in the damp soil. It was dark in the shadows by the house, and she relaxed a little. Hopefully they were staying ahead of the game, doing what their adversary wouldn’t expect.

      “Now what?” Cuinn asked, irritation colouring his voice. He kept glancing up at the house, whether to see if they were being followed, or out of concern for his friends, she couldn’t tell.

      “Halun leads, you directly behind. We stick to the shadows, over to the servants’ quarters there.” She pointed. “Then stick close to the shadows by the building, and a short dash into the forest by the cliffs. You don’t stop for anything. Am I clear?”

      “Crystal, Captain.”

      “Go!”

      She scanned the skies for Tiercelin as they ran, but the sky was cloudy, and the rain didn’t help visibility. Ignoring worry, she kept pace behind the others as they scrambled for the servant’s quarters, then inched along the southern wall before sprinting over to the trees.

      She didn’t take a proper breath until they were inside the dripping forest without any shouts of alarm coming from behind them.

      “Theac, thoughts?” she snapped.

      He looked up. “We could go for the cliff path and head out on one of the family’s private boats. Your Highness, you know where they’re stored?”

      “I do.” Cuinn nodded. Strangely enough, the prince didn’t look afraid, just shocked by the attack. “There’s a path down the southern cliff face, not far from here actually. It leads to a private beach and the boathouse.”

      “I—” Talyn opened her mouth to agree, but a faint screeching cry caught her attention. It sounded familiar, something she’d heard before. But where… Sari answered before she could recall.

      “Tal, that was a niever.”

      “What?” In her shock, she spoke the words aloud. “That’s impossible. What would a niever be doing here?”

      “Captain?” None of them had noticed her muttered words. Their gazes were fixed on the southern horizon, just out beyond the cliffs.

      Where a small cluster of dark flying shapes was heading straight for the house.

      “Niever-flyers,” she breathed. Another screech sounded, closer this time, another quickly following on its tail. The cries held an edge of anticipation, of hunger, and she’d heard it before from nievers flying into battle.

      “What in the sodding flea-bitten shits is a niever-flyer?” Theac barked, losing a hint of composure for the first time.

      She ignored him, her eyes instantly going to the skies over the house, heart pounding in growing terror. The skies where Tiercelin was, where she’d told him to stay.

      Nievers would tear a winged man to shreds in seconds.

      Theac reached out and bodily hauled her back as she went to run back out into the open. “What are you doing?”

      The sharp movement jolted some clarity back. If she ran out into the open, she’d be flagging Cuinn’s location for anyone present. The same if she shouted for Tiercelin.

      “They’re flying creatures, a bit like bats, but much bigger,” she said, failing to hide the dread in her voice. “Firthlanders ride them in battle—archers. Like our SkyRiders, only ours are eagles. But I don’t understand why they’d be here.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Zamaril snapped. “Tiercelin’s up there.”

      “No he’s not.” A musical voice sounded behind them. “He saw you all creeping out of the house and followed.”

      As one they spun to watch Tiercelin step out of the trees behind them. The utter relief that filled the space was palpable enough Talyn thought it might be possible to cut it with a knife.

      He gave them an odd look, but then waved a hand. “Anyway, no time for chat. I’ve been scouting the area. There are more of them waiting down by the boatshed—I almost missed them in the dark. They’re hiding, waiting to ambush you, I’d say.”

      “Then we’ll—”

      “Nope there’s more. Another twenty at least. They're on horseback and combing the forest from the north. It won’t be long before they stumble across us.”

      “Plus those things.” Corrin pointed a hand at the niever-flyers, now rapidly approaching the house.

      Talyn took a breath. All their potential escape routes had been cut off. And if anyone tried to fly… well, those niever-flyers weren’t out here in the rain for no reason.

      They were trapped.
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      “Tal, this is no simple assassination attempt. This is a full assault, and one that has planned for every contingency.”

      She ignored Sari’s voice—that would be something to contemplate later, if they managed to survive this.

      Theac was the first to regain control, his experience and level-headedness coming through. “Captain, you'll have to take Prince Cuinn and run—veer around the riders in the forest. We'll stay here and draw them to us, delay them as long as we can while you and the prince run north for Harbridge. It’s the largest town on the island and has its own City Patrol contingent.”

      Another deep breath. Theac was right. Even if she could manage twenty assassins with the Wolves’ help, the jetty option was too risky—a dangerous cliff path in the dark and one that would make them completely exposed to the niever-flyers overhead.

      Overland was better, a wider space to deal with and the potential of losing their adversaries in the trees. And in the trees and dark they would be able to hide from nievers searching above.

      But what he was suggesting…

      “No.” She shook her head firmly. “You'll all be killed. You can’t hold off such a large number and survive.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” he said stubbornly. “What matters is that the prince survives. You know our duty, Captain.”

      She shook her head. “You all take Prince Cuinn, and I’ll stay here to hold them off.”

      “Not even you can hold them off as long as five of us can, Captain.” Tiercelin joined in the argument. “And the prince's safety is paramount. That’s what you taught us. We don’t have time to stand here arguing.”

      “Go,” Corrin urged. “While you still can.”

      “You…” She faltered. They were right, but she couldn’t. It was like all the air had been sucked from her lungs. She couldn’t leave them to die... not the five men who she’d turned into loyal comrades and warriors. After everything they’d been through, this couldn’t be the end of them.

      But they were right.

      “Sari, I can’t.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you.” Sari hesitated. “I can’t think of another way.”

      Cuinn had stayed aloof from the argument, but then he seemed to notice the sickening acceptance in her eyes. “Hold on, this is insane. There has to be another way.”

      “There isn’t,” Talyn said flatly. “We're sworn to protect you, no matter whether you like it or not.”

      “You're not listening to me,” he said, and his voice trembled with some emotion she couldn’t name. It wasn’t fear, though. “I will not allow any of you to die for me tonight.”

      “You don’t control our actions, Your Highness,” Theac reminded him respectfully. “We are your WingGuard protection detail. This is what we trained for. This is our job.”

      “You are humans,” he whispered. “And you’re willing to do this for me?”

      “No,” Zamaril spoke. “Not for you. For us. Because this is who we choose to be.”

      “Wait!” Talyn’s head snapped up. She’d been desperately trying to come up with another way, another option, and Tiercelin’s words had finally filtered through. “Tiercelin, did you say they were on horseback?”

      He nodded, hopping from foot to foot, wings rustling. “Captain, they’ll be on us any moment. We don’t have time to—”

      “Are they separately combing the forest, or are they riding in a pack?”

      “They're scattered around, like a net, waiting for us to run into them. They could stumble over us any minute.” Panic edged his words, though he was visibly fighting it. Halun reached out and laid a hand on the winged man’s arm. Almost instantly his wings relaxed.

      There was a sickening lurch in her chest; despite their fear, they were not hesitating to offer their lives.

      She wasn’t going to let them.

      “Tiercelin, take Corrin and find one riding alone. Corrin, take him out with one of your throwing knives—it needs to be a clean hit, mind, so he doesn’t sound the alarm. Bring his horse here. Bring his clothes too. Can you do that?”

      Corrin nodded, swallowing. “What if they find you before we can get back?”

      “If you’re quick enough, they won’t. Tiercelin, you stay on the ground, am I clear?”

      “Very.” Furling his wings in tight behind him, he set off at a run, Corrin falling into step behind him.

      Once they disappeared from sight, Talyn looked up at the trees around her. “Everyone climb a tree, but don’t go too high. Stay still and quiet. If any of them ride through, they hopefully won’t look up.”

      She waited until the others were already climbing before following Cuinn up into the tree he’d chosen. He sat hunched over, enfolded in his wings, staring out over the ground, face taut with misery. In moments they were settled in position, surrounded by rain and darkness.

      Her heart leapt into her throat when a series of loud, challenging screeches came from the skies—it sounded like the nievers were directly overhead. The leaves above them rustled, but the dark shapes in the sky flew on without stopping.

      “I’ve heard of your SkyRiders,” Cuinn muttered. “But those things are like nothing I imagined.”

      “Shush!” she quieted him.

      Moments later she froze when hoofbeats thudded and a horse appeared below, but this one was rider-less, and being led by Corrin. She dropped from the tree and landed in front of him, snatching the dead man’s clothes he carried and dragging them on over her own. The others came down too.

      “What are you going to do?” Tiercelin asked.

      “I know a little something about horses. I'm going to draw them all away from you while you take Prince Cuinn and run straight for Harbridge.” She turned to the prince. “Where will you be heading?”

      “On a straight line north, veering a little to the west. That’s the most direct route to Harbridge.”

      “Then I’ll lead them northeast.”

      “On a horse?” Zamaril asked doubtfully.

      She flashed a grin. Insanely, she meant it. “Damn right, on a horse.”

      “Captain?” Tiercelin’s voice was tight. “You know we need help. Even if we make it to Harbridge, we can’t be certain they won’t keep coming and the City Patrol aren’t skilled fighters. We need the Falcon and more WingGuard.”

      “Tiercelin—”

      “I can fly back to the citadel and have Falcons here by the time the others get Prince Cuinn to Harbridge.”

      “You don’t understand,” she snapped. “Nievers have talons as long as your arm and their riders are excellent shots.”

      “I’ll run to the clifftop and drop down to fly just above sea level—they won’t see me against the dark ocean,” he said steadily. “You know I’m right. We need help. I need you to trust that I can do this, Captain.”

      “I…” She faltered.

      “Trust in what you built. If you don’t trust him, trust yourself, now, or you’ll never be able to.”

      She nodded sharply. “Be careful. You die, and I’ll never speak to you again.”

      A grin flashed over his beautiful features. “Right back at you, Captain.”

      He was gone before any of them could protest further, sprinting into the night, making a beeline for the eastern cliff edge. The rest of the Wolves tracked him too, the same worry on their faces as she felt deep in her chest.

      She pushed aside her fear for him before it could incapacitate her, and gripped the horse’s saddle before leaping up into it—it was like coming home. All at once her confidence returned.

      She pulled the soaked woollen hood up over her face, inhaling the bitter scent of its previous owner. In the dark and rain, they should mistake her for one of them. “Move as fast and quietly as you can. Remember what I taught you and keep safe.”

      “Captain. I…” Halun’s face worked. He clearly wanted to say something but couldn’t get the words out.

      “I’ll be fine, I promise. Now go!”

      “Captain?” Cuinn’s voice stopped her. His green Dumnorix eyes—just like starlight— luminous even in the dark.

      “What?” she snapped.

      “It’s not your job to die for me, not tonight. I forbid it.”

      She almost laughed, but he was so serious, scowling at her through the rain. “It is my job, Prince Cuinn, you just don’t seem to realise that.”

      His scowl deepened. “I have the power to take away your free will, Captain Dynan, and unless you promise me that you are not riding off to certain death right now, I will use every inch of that power to stop you.”

      “No, you won’t.” Talyn stared back at him, pitting her will against him for the first time ever. “Because I am Kingshield—and you will never take my duty from me, no matter how powerful you are.”

      Corrin stepped in front of the prince, beseeching her. “Please, Captain. There are twenty of them out there, maybe more. You can’t...”

      “This is the life you chose, Corrin. That goes for all of you.” She looked at each of them in turn, even Zamaril, who didn’t shy away from her gaze. “Now go, and do your duty.”

      “Captain’s right,” Theac barked. “Let’s go. Halun you take the lead, Corrin and Zamaril each side of the prince. I’ll bring up the rear. Hurry now!”

      Cuinn didn’t even look at her as they all turned and ran into the darkness.

      

      The trees were dark and silent. She sat in the saddle with her eyes closed, using every sense she possessed to try and judge the location of the riders out in the forest. They were near, but not near enough to spot her. And she had to draw them to her before her Wolves ran into them.

      Taking a deep breath, she raised her hand and erected her bright sapphire energy shield. It lit up the night, showing her location for miles around.

      Hoofbeats sounded as horses closed in on her from left and right almost instantly.

      “I saw them!” she screamed. “They’re going this way. Follow me.”

      A distant niever shrieked.

      Letting loose with the characteristic ebullient whoop of the Aimsir on muster, Talyn dropped her shield and kicked the horse into a gallop.

      Driving rain blinded her vision as her mount careened along in a north-westerly direction, slipping frequently on the muddy and uneven ground underfoot. She held her seat easily enough, but the horse under her was no Aimsir, and the other riders kept up easily, thinking she was leading them to their quarry.

      Exactly what she wanted.

      It didn’t take them long to figure out she wasn’t one of them. A shout came from behind her as she led them deeper into tangled forest, away from both the house and the route towards the populated areas of the island. But by then they were fully engaged in the chase.

      Less welcome were the nievers sweeping in low over the treetops, drawn by the growing group of riders racing through the forest. The first arrow flew well clear of her, slamming into a tree trunk moments before she raced past it. Her stomach clenched, but she kept riding, forcing aside the panic.

      Her charge’s life depended on her and she refused to fail.

      More arrows sailed through the night, one close enough she heard the hiss as it passed within inches of her left ear. Her hands curled so hard around the reins the leather cut into her skin and it took everything she had to keep focused, not to flinch, not to hesitate.

      Eventually the frequency of the arrows coming at her faded—the riders pursuing her were contending with the dark, the obstructing trees, and not wanting to hit their comrades. Besides, she knew from Callanan training that nievers couldn’t hover… their riders had only single, brief opportunities to shoot as they flew past or over a target.

      So she used the terrain to her advantage. She managed to keep just ahead of her pursuers as they followed, and she led them on a merry ride through the rain.

      One rider on a better horse pursued her doggedly, closing the gap slowly but steadily. She slowed her horse a little to allow him to get close. Then, judging her moment exactly, she dropped the reins and leaped upwards out of the saddle. Rough wood scraped over her palms as she gripped an overhanging branch for a few seconds, then dropped to land in the saddle behind her pursuer. She slammed the hilt of her sai into his temple and shoved him off the horse.

      As she regained her seat, an incline appeared ahead, steep and made dangerous, the rain turning the ground into little more than muddy sludge. She didn’t baulk from it. Her horse slid half way down, falling heavily on his side. She rolled with the movement, continuing all the way to the bottom where she landed on her feet and turned to face the first attacker riding her down.

      Time slowed.

      Her breath came fast, her grip on her sais sure, stance loose and ready.

      An enemy rider bearing down on her.

      And in that moment, in the deep of pre-dawn and the rain and dark, Talyn came back to herself.

      The adrenalin of battle thrummed through her veins, hot and powerful. It was like Sari was back at her side again and they were facing down a brigand assault together. She even caught a snatch of her partner’s wild laughter in her ears—the sound she always made when the odds were against them but she knew they’d come out victorious anyway.

      Then time snapped back into focus.

      She stepped aside at the last moment, gripping the stirrup as the first rider galloped past and hauling herself up behind him. He shoved his elbow back into her chest, but she twisted aside before thrusting her sai deep in between his ribs. He coughed blood, sliding out of the saddle and hitting the ground with a crash.

      Talyn wrenched the horse around, spraying mud everywhere. More riders converged on her from every direction. She rode like an Aimsir, using her sais to kill two riders before finding a fallen sword in the mud and sliding half out of the saddle to scoop it up.

      At first she fought as if Sari was still at her side, protecting her back as always, each instinctively knowing where the other was. She lost the horse that way, lamed by an attacker’s blade from the side. A deep slash down her right bicep caught her unawares when she rolled clear of the falling mount.

      Her body moved at its utmost limit of agility, dancing through the mud. She felt every pull of muscle, each rasp of breath in her lungs, the slickness of rain on her face and the cold grip of the sword in her hands.

      And she began to adjust. To fight like she had no partner. To turn that little bit faster to protect her back, to hold back rather than overextend and leave her side vulnerable.

      Every step part of a dance. Parry, slash, drop, weave. Lose the blade, gain another with a quick sabai move. Bring her shield to life. Drop it again. Breathe in. Breath out. Feel the damp air rush over sweat-soaked skin. Teeth bared in a silent snarl the whole time.

      She had no idea how much time had passed before she killed a man and stood, chest heaving, staring around her. Rain continued to fall, tapping on the leaves in the sudden silence.

      No more pursuers loomed out of the dark. The nievers were gone.

      She was alone in the forest, bodies strewn unmoving around her. Her breath steamed in the cold air. Blood, gore and mud covered her from head to toe.

      The adrenalin began to fade, leaving her with the exhausted satisfaction she’d always felt after a fight. She knew her eyes would be glowing.

      She’d missed this. She’d missed this more than breathing. This was who she was.

      A snatch of Sari’s laughter sounded again, and she clung to it. “You got this, partner.”

      Maybe she did.

      And the tears began streaming down her face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 49

          

        

      

    

    
      Talyn headed steadily north through the forest as quickly as she could, figuring from Theac’s description of the island she’d hit a town or the ocean eventually.

      She needed to get to Cuinn.

      The niever-flyers had disappeared somewhere during the fight. She assumed they’d realised that she wasn’t their target and had gone after Cuinn. Hopefully her Wolves had kept hidden and silent underneath the canopy.

      Hopefully, Tiercelin had made it clear away before one of the bat creatures had seen him.

      Water dripped down through the leaves. The downpour of earlier was slowly easing to a faint drizzle. Her knee throbbed with every step, and blood seeped through the makeshift bandage she’d wrapped around her right bicep and another cut over her left ribs. Her body complained at each movement—what had once been easy was now pushing her limits. Exhaustion and soreness leached strength from her bones and muscles.

      She’d felt like this before. But where before there had once been Sari and other Callanan, healers and ale and the bright warmth of satisfaction, now it was just her and the dripping forest and the uncomfortably humid air of Mithranar.

      But maybe that was okay. It wasn’t what she’d had. It wasn’t what she chose or what she wanted more than her next breath.

      But it also might be the first step towards the new beginning she needed.

      

      Dawn was turning into full morning as she finally emerged from the forest into a cleared patch of high ground. A pink glow bathed the northern coastline laid out at her feet.

      And just to the east, less than a full-turn’s walk away, was a large town, settled along the turquoise beach. In the faint distance in both directions were more villages, but this one was clearly the largest.

      If that wasn’t enough to convince her she’d found Harbridge, the cluster of bright wings circling the sky above the town did. She counted at least a full flight of Falcons.

      Relief almost crumpled her where she stood.

      Tiercelin had gotten word to Ravinire. He was okay. And if the Falcons were hovering above Harbridge, then Cuinn was most likely safe in the town.

      Her sore knee had turned her gait into a heavy limp by the time she made it across open fields to what appeared to be a main road into the town. She was confused by how empty the road was—it was early, and she assumed it would be busy with those travelling to and from the town.

      The reason for the empty road was clear as the road approached the first outbuildings of Harbridge. It wasn’t walled, but three Falcons stood on the road just outside the entrance, barring anyone coming or going.

      Their eyes widened in unison at her bloodied, mud-covered state.

      “I’m Captain Dynan,” she told them, figuring she was close to unrecognisable in her current state. “Is the Falcon here?”

      One of them nodded reluctantly. “He’s with Prince Cuinn at the Leaky Boat. Centre of town, you can’t miss it.”

      She nodded. “Why the lockdown?”

      “Prince Cuinn was attacked last night.” He gave her a look, as if it was the stupidest question he’d ever heard. “By humans. They must have come from Harbridge. The town is locked down until we find the perpetrators.”

      Talyn huffed a laugh, waving a hand in the direction she’d come. “The perpetrators are all back there. Dead.”

      He lifted a single eyebrow. “All of them?”

      “Yes.” She doubted the niever-flyers were coming back. Not in full daylight. And she certainly wasn’t giving either of these men that information anyway. “There’s no need to shut down the town.”

      “They would have had supporters here. They need to be flushed out.”

      “You don’t know that.” Even as she said the words, part of her acknowledged they might be right. The Falcons’ rudeness was irritating, but an operation like they’d faced down last night must have had help, and she doubted it had come from the winged folk.

      “We have our orders, Captain.”

      Without a word, she pushed past them and limped her way into town.

      

      The Leaky Boat was easy enough to find thanks to the sight of a haggard-looking Corrin standing guard on the front door. A breath of relief escaped her. Despite his obvious exhaustion, he looked whole and unharmed.

      She’d almost reached him before he recognised her limping up the road, then his mouth opened, his eyes widening with surprise. A moment later, his shoulders slumped in relief. “You made it! We thought there was no way you could...”

      When he trailed off, she flashed him a weary smile. “None of you have seen a Callanan in action before.”

      He didn’t respond, instead striding for the door, pushing it open, and shouting for Theac. The Wolf appeared an instant later—as if he’d been waiting. He stared for a moment, the same astonishment and relief flashing over his face. Then he recovered, snapping, “Inside, now.”

      Talyn found herself hustled to a chair by the fire, Theac speaking the whole time. “Zamaril and Halun are watching out back,” he assured her. “Liadin and Lyra are up in the sky keeping an eye on the approaches to town.”

      “I think the full flight of WingGuard should do the trick,” she said dryly. “Let them rest, Theac.”

      “I don’t trust anyone but us.”

      She gave him a look but didn’t dispute his words. “The prince?” In the warmth and comfort of the chair, the last of her adrenalin was ebbing away, replaced by exhaustion and pain from each of the myriad cuts and bruises she’d sustained in the fight.

      Theac’s glower returned. “In the private room out back. His friends followed him here… he’s entertaining.”

      Corrin appeared then, passing a small healing kit to Theac. “I got this from one of the Falcons.”

      Talyn sank back in the chair as her second cleaned and dressed her cuts, including the deeper ones to her ribs and arm that needed stitches. He was much rougher than Tiercelin but seemed to know what he was doing. Corrin hovered, directing ferocious glares at any loitering Falcons who dared even look their way. The inn otherwise had no customers that she could see.

      “They’re making people stay in their homes too?” She winced as Theac started on her arm.

      “Nobody is allowed out on the streets until the Falcons are satisfied the threat is contained,” he grunted.

      “I think they’re over-reacting.” She swore as he jabbed the needle a little too hard. “The human assassins are all dead, and those niever-flyers are long gone.”

      Corrin shuddered. “Those things are nasty. They almost found us a couple times last night.”

      She looked to Theac. “Did you mention them to Ravinire?”

      He shook his head. “I thought that best left to you.”

      Just as he was finishing up, the inn door slammed open and Ravinire appeared, his gaze searching the room until it landed on her. Talyn swore under her breath, wincing as she forced herself to her feet.

      He did not look happy.

      “You’re hurt,” he said curtly, wings rustling in agitation as he strode over. Corrin and Theac melted away into the background, leaving her alone to face the Falcon.

      “Nothing serious, sir.” She hesitated. “Can I ask for a status update?”

      His mouth thinned. “The island is secure. Nobody is getting on or off without being thoroughly searched and interviewed by my Falcons.”

      “Sir, I—”

      “Don’t think for a second I’m not furious at your conduct, Captain,” he snapped. “You took Tiercelin from his post and came here with four humans to face an assassination attempt without warning me first.”

      “I wasn’t the one who ditched his guard to travel to an isolated house on a god-damned island,” she said, barely holding her temper. “We followed as soon as we learned Prince Cuinn had left and arrived in time to forestall an assassination attempt. Tiercelin—”

      “Has already been given his orders. He remained at the citadel and will be suspended from duty.”

      “Sir, if I may?” Theac was suddenly at her shoulder, tone polite and deferential, speaking just as she was about to completely lose her temper. “We had no information to suggest the prince was in danger last night, no evidence to bring to you. Captain Dynan’s conduct was exemplary—I don’t think you understand the circumstances. She left us to draw away a twenty-strong team of adversaries so that we could bring Prince Cuinn here safely. She risked her life for the prince’s, sir.”

      Theac’s intervention had given her time to get her temper under control, and she spoke before Ravinire could negate what he’d said. “Sir, Theac is right, but it wasn’t just me. Tiercelin helped save the prince’s life last night too. If you want to keep Prince Cuinn safe, then I suggest you stop taking away my best warriors.”

      “Prince Cuinn wasn’t the target,” Ravinire bellowed. His voice was loud enough to carry through the entire room. It was the first time she’d ever seen his iron control break, and it took the wind out of her remaining anger.

      “What?”

      “The queen was supposed to be here last night, not Prince Cuinn. She changed her mind yesterday afternoon, and the youngest prince decided to travel instead on a whim.” The words were tight, angry. “An assassination like what your wing described takes weeks of planning. They were after my queen, Captain.”

      “Either way, we foiled the attempt,” she said quietly.

      “You got lucky,” he said. “Now, I want you all back at the citadel. There’s a boat out there ready to take you. You’re off duty until I say so. My Falcons will watch the prince until then.”

      She understood how he was feeling, understood well enough that his anger no longer bothered her. His queen had been under threat. She’d be raging too. “Sir, there’s more you should know. There were a handful of niever-flyers out there last night.”

      “The Firthlander flyers?” He frowned.

      She nodded. “Like you said sir, the attack was well planned. If the Falcons had been here with the queen, the nievers would have torn them apart. The danger Tiercelin risked flying to the citadel to warn you…”

      She let the words trail off, satisfied by Ravinire’s flinch. His shoulders sagged momentarily. “I don’t understand. Why would Firthland attack our queen?”

      “They wouldn’t,” she said firmly. The last thing they needed was an international incident because Mithranar thought the Firthlander warlord had attacked them. “But there should be questions asked, nonetheless.” In fact, she’d write to Tarcos the moment she was back at the palace. But she couldn’t exactly let on to Ravinire that she was on personal terms with the likely heir to the Firthlander throne. “There are also twenty or so dead bodies out in the forest just north of the house. You might want to search them, see if there’s any evidence of who they are or where they’re from.”

      He regarded her for a moment. “They’re all dead?”

      “Yes, sir. And roughly ten more bodies in the house.”

      “Thank you, Captain.” There was something odd in his voice, but she couldn’t recognise it. “I’ll take that under advisement.”

      “Yes, sir.” She saluted and went to find her Wolves.

      

      Leaving Theac to collect Corrin and find where their boat was, she went to get Zamaril and Halun. To do that, she had to pass through the back room. It was full of winged folk drinking and laughing.

      Cuinn sat in the centre, sprawled in a chair and with the young woman from the night before on his lap. The prince noticed the instant she walked into the room, and he sat up in a single move, almost sending the girl tumbling from his lap. But instead of concern, all she got was a curious, “Captain, you got away?”

      “What are you doing?” She tried to contain her temper. “It’s early morning.”

      “It’s never too late to party, Captain, especially when you’ve had a brush with death.”

      She stared at him. “That’s seriously all you have to say to me? To your Wolves? They were prepared to die for you last night.”

      “Well, as you’ve pointed out to me on a number of occasions, Captain, that is their job.” He dismissed her with a wave of his hand and turned his attention back to the girl on his lap.

      Her dislike of the prince hardening into something more like hatred, Talyn turned on her heel and went out the back where Zamaril and Halun were managing alertness despite their obvious exhaustion. Both brightened at the sight of her.

      “Good to see you, Captain,” Halun’s smooth voice welcomed her. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m a little banged up, but Theac’s butchered me up nicely. Come on, we’ve all been dismissed by Ravinire. Back to the citadel for us.”

      Zamaril gave her an arch look, gaze lingering on her bandaged arm. “The Falcon’s displeased, I take it? Even though we saved his precious prince last night.”

      Halun crossed his arms over his chest, nodding at the thief’s words.

      “He is, but I don’t think his anger is entirely about us.” She explained what he’d told her about the queen being the target.

      Surprise and understanding rippled over Halun’s face, but Zamaril wasn’t appeased. “No matter who the target, we saved their damned prince.”

      “And you should be proud of yourselves. I’m proud of you. But we don’t do this for validation,” she said pointedly. “And I don’t know about you, but I’ll happily take the excuse for some time to rest and get some sleep.”

      

      Theac came to sit beside her as one of the town’s fishing boats drifted away from the dock, beginning the trip back to the citadel. His glower was firmly in place. “Last night was like no assassination attempt I’ve ever seen.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “And you’ve seen many, have you?”

      His expression settled into a scowl, and he made no reply.

      Talyn sighed. “They had multiple teams, planned for the eventuality of us getting out of the house and somehow managed to acquire some niever-flyers. They wore masks and dressed uniformly in black. And I’m betting Ravinire finds nothing identifying on any of the bodies.” She paused, looked at him. “I’ve been part of operations like that as a Callanan.”

      “That’s true.” He frowned. “But Captain, they weren’t highly skilled warriors. Competent, yes, but you handled them easily, and they weren’t too much for us, either.”

      She smiled at him, giving him a nudge with her elbow. “Nice observation. The Wolves are going to be fine once I’m gone, Theac.”

      He scowled. “I’m nothing special, Captain.”

      “You’re more wrong than you could know,” she said softly.

      And I’m going to leave them. The thought summoned a wash of guilt, but if she’d learned anything in the past day and night, it was that she’d trained the Wolves well. Cuinn would not be without capable protection when she left.

      If Ravinire let them do their jobs.

      Yawning widely, Talyn huddled into the blanket that Corrin had found for her and allowed the rocking of the boat to send her into a light doze.

      

      Night was falling by the time they tied up at the sprawling docks outside Dock City and trudged their way up to the citadel. Talyn dismissed the Wolves to their barracks to rest, then headed for her quarters, desperate for sleep herself. She’d been awake for almost two days.

      Her neck prickled as she stepped into her dark bedroom, but Savin appeared out of the shadows before her hands reached her weapons.

      “That’s quite a skill you have there,” she noted.

      He didn’t seem to be in the mood for small talk. “I heard what happened. You saved the prince’s life.”

      She nodded. “Just barely, but he’s fine. Ravinire tells me it was the queen who was supposed to have been there last night.”

      “I am… yes, that’s true.” He paused.

      Silence fell. She was exhausted and in no mood for playing games with Savin, so she waited for him to say what he’d come to say and leave, so she could sleep.

      Eventually he spoke again. “You did a good job. Your wing has done impressively well, considering.” The words sounded awkward, but genuinely meant.

      “Why are you here, Savin?”

      “For the obvious. I wanted to hear directly from you what happened out there.” He paused. “I am ashamed to admit I had no idea such an attack was brewing.”

      The Shadowhawk knew. It was on the tip of her tongue to say it aloud, but caution stopped her. If he hadn’t come to her with that information... she may never have gone out to Sparrow Island. She’d been annoyed enough with Cuinn to leave him out there alone.

      And for that alone she owed the Shadowhawk a large debt.

      “There were at least thirty men involved in the attempt, Savin, all with weapons and some mounted on decent horses,” Talyn said instead. “Whoever was behind it wasn’t messing around. They wanted the queen dead. If it wasn’t for a bit of luck, Prince Cuinn would be dead.”

      A long, weighted, silence, then, “That many. How did you come out alive?”

      “We fought our way out,” she said tersely, then, “Will you report to Theac once I’m gone, like I asked?”

      “I can do that,” he said quietly. “As long as he remains the only one that knows about me.”

      “Fine,” she said. “Now I’m exhausted and would like some sleep.”

      His silent departure was her only response.

      “Again, he told you nothing, Talyn. He was only here to find out what you knew.”

      “I know. But I’m too tired to worry about it now. I’ll make sure I warn Theac before I leave.”

      

      Talyn was summoned to Ravinire’s office the next morning. Expecting a sharp dressing down not unlike the one she’d already received, she straightened her uniform and squared her shoulders before presenting herself at his office.

      “Tell me what happened,” he demanded without preamble, waving her to a seat in front of his desk. “Theac gave me a good account yesterday, but now I want your detailed report.”

      Talyn sat and ran through everything, in simple, concise terms.

      Once she was done, Ravinire’s face betrayed no reaction to her account. “You knew something might be wrong. If not, you would never have approached the house in the way you described. You went in there expecting a fight. Why?”

      Talyn shifted in her seat. Admitting to having contact with the Shadowhawk would have worse consequences than a sharp dressing down, so she told him a half-truth. “What Theac told you yesterday was true, I didn’t know anything, not for certain. But a few days earlier an informant told me one of the smiths in the Poor Quarter had received a large order for weapons. It didn’t seem relevant to Prince Cuinn’s protection at the time, but when I heard he’d gone off alone to an isolated location… it just didn’t feel right, sir. I decided to take the Wolves just to make sure everything was okay.”

      His face tightened. “You’re running informants without my knowledge?”

      “Yes, sir.” She shifted, brazening out his anger. Her emotional breakthrough in the fight, while doing nothing to remove the heaviness of grief still resting at her core, had begun to dull the edges of her self-doubt. And with that, some of her old confidence was returning. It would likely never come back in full, but that was okay too. “My responsibility is Prince Cuinn’s protection. Informants are by their nature secretive. You gave me no orders against running sources.”

      “All true, Captain, but you should have kept me apprised of the fact you were running a source. I didn’t need to know their identity.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He sighed when she gave him nothing further. “Captain Dynan, you’ve removed any doubts I may have had when you arrived about the calibre and skill of the Twin Thrones Kingshield. However, I find myself almost relieved that you’re leaving soon. I remain deeply uncertain of the benefit of having you here. The aim certainly wasn’t to cause political problems for the queen.”

      “I’m sorry sir, I don’t understand.” Talyn frowned. “What problems have I caused Her Majesty?”

      “The Wolves are a wing dedicated to the protection of Prince Cuinn. They are not meant to be used as an emblem of pride for the human community of Mithranar, or as a tool to show up the WingGuard. You’ve used them to do both of these things.”

      “That was not my intention, sir, and you know it,” Talyn said hotly. “It is not my fault that the winged folk treat the humans in Mithranar as if they are worth less than the dirt on their shoes, and it is not my fault that the Falcons are so poorly trained that they can be beaten at a game of alleya by humans with only basic Callanan training.”

      “Captain!” Ravinire rose from his chair, voice rising to a shout. His wings unfurled behind him with a whoosh, an intimidating sight.

      “No!” She shot up too. The old Talyn rose within her, the one that had been cocky and direct and afraid of nothing. “I came here to do a job, and I’ve done it to the best of my ability. If you hadn’t noticed, you still have a third prince because of me and the men I trained. Maybe if you tried treating the human folk like equal citizens, they would have seen the alleya game as a fun afternoon of sport instead of a chance to prove that they aren’t as worthless as you winged folk seem to think.”

      “You take an indignant tone with me, but we both know you’re too smart not to understand what winning that game meant.” His words were cold, cutting. “What it will mean when it spreads through Dock City that a human wing took down an assault force and saved a winged prince’s life in doing so.”

      Her mouth curled. “I’m sorry sir. Next time I’ll let him die. Wouldn’t want to show up your WingGuard.”

      “That’s enough!” Ravinire furiously shut down her tirade, one clenched fist slamming on his desk.

      “Yes, it is,” she said, equally coolly. She’d gone well over the line with a superior officer, but part of her didn’t care. She should care. She was Callanan no longer.

      “Tiercelin has returned to his WingGuard unit with a mark on his record. You try anything like you did with him the other night again, and I’ll toss you out of Mithranar the very next day, no matter what your king thinks of it. Am I clear, Captain Dynan?”

      She stiffened. The threat was moot, she had only days left anyway. And she was increasingly glad of that fact. “Perfectly. Is that all, sir?”

      “It is.”

      Talyn rose and went to the door, pausing before leaving. “I had hoped you called me here today to discuss arrangements for Prince Cuinn’s guard rotation. Even though the attempt seems to have been intended for the queen, it might be wise to ensure that he has a round the clock guard from now on. Obviously, I was wrong, and you’ve clearly got that situation under control.”

      “The WingGuard aren’t as useless as you might think, Captain.”

      “I hope not, for Prince Cuinn’s sake.” Talyn hesitated. She was worked up enough that she was tempted to bring up the incident with Iceflight, just to see what Ravinire’s reaction would be, but she hadn’t forgotten Mithanis’s threat to the Wolves and in the end that stayed her tongue. She went to leave, but Ravinire’s voice stopped her. “Sir?”

      “The Wolves have been very well trained, that is inarguable. I am assuming that you will leave Theac Parksin in command when you leave?”

      “That would be my recommendation, yes.”

      “You might want to have a word with him about his role, and what will and will not be condoned. Are we clear, Captain?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      It took all of Talyn’s self-control not to slam the door on the way out.
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      After some searching, Talyn eventually found Cuinn alone by the royal pool. As usual, it was a beautiful sunset, and the water glowed in an ethereal blue light. The prince stood by the railing, gazing into the distance. Talyn was struck suddenly by a powerful sense of loneliness. He glanced over and saw her a moment later, and instantly the emotion vanished.

      It took her aback. She’d never seen that in him before.

      “I take it from the glum faces I’ve been seeing all week that it’s finally sinking in with the Wolves that you’re leaving?” He raised a golden eyebrow.

      “You noticed. I’m shocked.” She leaned against the rail, watching in awe the breathtaking beauty of the burnished sunset. “Theac will captain the Wolves now. They respect him, and he is a solid commander.”

      “But not as good as you.” Cuinn smiled with amusement, cocking his head. “I will have to learn to shield better, at least until their misery dies down a little. I think you are breaking their hearts, Captain.”

      “My time here was only ever going to be temporary,” she said uncomfortably.

      “And you’re too smart to imagine that you can just walk away without consequences after everything you put into building that wing,” he said, slight rebuke in his tone. “You won them to you, heart and soul.”

      “You’re one to talk!” Her temper flared, ignited by her guilt and his words. “We’re nothing more than an amusement for you.”

      “Which I’ve made perfectly clear to them, and to you,” he pointed out.

      “Even now?” she asked softly. “After they stood there that night and offered their lives for yours?”

      “Oh, Captain.” He chuckled, regarding her as if she were being particularly obtuse. “They weren’t offering their lives for me. They were sacrificing themselves for you... they wanted to give enough time for you to get away, and they knew the only way to get you to do it was send me with you.”

      “I—”

      He raised a hand, cutting her off. “I could feel every beat of their emotions that night, and I have no reason to lie to you. Did you truly imagine those humans would sacrifice themselves for me? A winged man they despise?”

      She swallowed. No, they wouldn’t. Not Zamaril, not Halun. Tiercelin maybe, even Corrin, because she asked it of him, but not the others. Hot tears flared at the back of her eyes and she took a long moment to wrestle her emotions under control. Cuinn watched her the whole time, no doubt reading everything she was trying to hide.

      “Good luck, Prince Cuinn,” she said eventually, keeping her voice brisk. “If you let them, the Wolves can keep you safe.”

      “And you, Captain Dynan.” He gave her a little nod, a smile curling at his mouth. “I hope you find what you’ve been looking for ever since you came here.”

      Before she could think about saying any more, his silver wings spread wide and he leaped into the sky, warm Mithranan air gusting over her as he did.

      Talyn watched him go. This was likely the last time she’d ever see him. She still wasn’t entirely certain Ceannar was right that he was a Dumnorix. Eight months, and she still hadn’t felt that instinctive kinship, not even in the dark and the rain when all their lives had been in danger.

      She wondered what would become of him.

      

      She’d only been back in her rooms a few moments, had only just opened her duffel to begin packing it, when Willir appeared at her front door. He had a note for her, flashing a cheerful smile as he passed it over.

      “Who’s it from?” she asked.

      His smile faded a little. “I’m not to say, Captain.”

      She stiffened. “And what’s in it, then?”

      “I don’t know. I was to ensure only that you read the note, then tell you to burn it once you had.”

      It contained a few neatly written lines on a single scrap of parchment. A request to meet, a location, and a rather imploring request to tell nobody of the note or the meeting.

      She didn’t recognise the handwriting.

      Immediately she considered telling Theac. It was tempting. She trusted nobody else in Mithranar like she’d come to trust her second. But she was leaving, and reluctant to drag him into something that could get him in trouble once she was gone.

      Then there was the potential that it was a trap. Perhaps she’d survived eight months in Mithranar only to be killed the night before she departed.

      Smiling to herself, Talyn crumpled the note and tossed it into the fireplace. They’d better bring more than twenty warriors if they truly wished her dead this time.

      

      She almost got lost trying to find the meeting location. She’d memorised the instructions before destroying the note, but the route led her through areas of the citadel she wasn’t familiar with.

      Eventually she found herself deep into the western half of the hill city, stepping out off one of the spanning walkways and onto the surface of a hillside. Her leg muscles burned as she hiked up a barely visible path that curved around the side of the hill until the citadel faded from view.

      Her surroundings appeared deserted, nothing but the call of the night birds and the gentle swish of the breeze through the trees. Until she stepped into a clearing where two figures waited for her.

      Both winged.

      One cloaked and hooded. The other dressed in plain civilian clothing but otherwise instantly recognisable.

      “Commander Ravinire,” she said dryly, hiding her surprise. This whole time she’d been expecting Savin. “This is an odd place to meet.”

      He didn’t reply. Instead the other figure stepped forward, pulling back the hood of her cloak. Talyn sucked in a breath, eyes flashing to Ravinire before settling back on the queen of Mithranar. “Your Grace.”

      “Thank you for coming, Captain. I understand how odd my note must have appeared.”

      “Your note?” Talyn glanced around the deserted hillside. “Why are we meeting like this?”

      “I wanted to make a personal appeal to you, Captain. To stay here in Mithranar. Continue leading my son’s guard.”

      “Well that’s unexpected.”

      Talyn stared at her. “You want to make an appeal? In the middle of the night on an isolated hillside where nobody can see us. Forgive me, Your Majesty, but this feels much more like an ambush.”

      “I’ve been told you’re not a fool, so I’ll be plain.” She stepped forward, one sharp gesture sending Ravinire moving several paces away, out of earshot. Even so, the queen’s voice lowered. “I know what the Kingshield is. I know they only protect the Dumnorix. It’s why I requested they send one of you here. Why I had Ravinire assign you to create a wing for Cuinn despite his protests that he could protect my son with his own Falcons.”

      “She knows!”

      “Quit the commentary. I need to concentrate.”

      “I’ll be quiet like a mouse,” Sari’s voice promised. “And eavesdrop.”

      “Why?” Talyn asked flatly. “Why now and not before, if you’ve truly known all this time who your son is?”

      “Because I’m getting older. And that means the day I have to name my heir is growing ever closer.”

      Talyn glanced between the queen and Ravinire, several things becoming clear. Despite the break in at the citadel, dangerous floods and an attack from a numerous and well-organised assassination squad, there had only been one single occasion during her time in Mithranar that Talyn had felt truly afraid, felt her life genuinely in danger.

      Those moments in the narrow walkway when Mithanis had confronted her.

      The queen had requested a Kingshield, worked to give Cuinn a guard that was free of the ties and influence of the Mithanis-controlled WingGuard. Because the true threat to Cuinn was his eldest brother. And she and Ravinire were the only ones in Mithranar who either saw that or cared to do anything about it. It also told her where Ravinire’s loyalties lay—with his queen. Clearly the only one she trusted to be out here tonight. Yet even then, she hadn’t trusted him with the knowledge of her son’s father.

      “Will you stay, Captain?” the queen asked when Talyn said nothing.

      “No.” There was no point prevaricating. She stepped back, raising her voice so that Ravinire could hear. “The both of you have done nothing but stymie my efforts and hold back information since I arrived. You took Tiercelin from me and you treat me and my wing with contempt.”

      “Eight months and you still have no understanding of how things work here,” the queen hissed. “I’ve done what I could for you within the narrow limits I have. I have a country to rule, Captain, and for that I need the support of my most powerful nobles. Tiercelin’s family demanded my action, and so I took it. I allowed you to have other winged folk in your wing where I could.”

      For the briefest of moments she wavered. Her Wolves had been willing to sacrifice themselves for her, and she wasn’t going to deny that she’d truly loved working with them, building them, developing the trust and rapport they had.

      “Let me ask you something,” she said, gaze shifting between them. “Two weeks ago I came across Flight-Leader Iceflight attempting to rape a human woman near the Falcon barracks. I tried to stop him, and Mithanis appeared, warning me off. He threatened to send the Wolves back to the cells if I reported the incident to you, sir.” She paused, looking straight at Ravinire. “Is that what would have happened?”

      The shared glance between Ravinire and the queen was all the answer she needed. “I could deal with the daily contempt and scorn that my Wolves and I face—it doesn’t really matter what Falcons think of us, after all. But that woman was hurt and victimised because she was human, and you both think it’s okay that Mithanis has the power to allow that to keep happening. Worse, you can’t or won’t do anything to stop it. I’m not staying in a place like that.”

      “Your moral high ground is offensive, Captain, and irrelevant to the matter at hand,” the queen said coolly. “People do what they need to do to survive, and don’t try and tell me you don’t know that already. You are a Kingshield, and you and I both understand what that means in terms of your responsibilities. I’m asking you to stay here and live up to them.”

      “If you request it, another Kingshield guard might be sent to replace me.” Talyn was unmoved by her words. “If my king agrees, I will ensure they are fully briefed on the situation before they arrive.”

      “That’s not good enough. I want you, Captain.”

      “Why?”

      The queen met her gaze for a long moment. “I have my reasons. Please, Captain, I truly want you to stay. Protect my son.”

      But she couldn’t. It was time to go home. She’d found the first steps of a new life here in Mithranar, and now she had to go home to claim that new life. She wanted that so much. To stop living in despair and fear. To have only the grief to carry around.

      “I’m sorry, Your Grace, but my posting is over and I’m going home.” She softened her words. “It’s where I belong. I’m happy to take your formal request for a replacement with me.”

      The queen nodded, glancing over at Ravinire before returning her gaze to Talyn. “Fine. Good night, Captain.”

      Ravinire gave her a long, searching look but turned to follow his queen without a word.

      

      “Good luck and keep safe,” Talyn told her gathered Wolves with a smile.

      Halun crossed the distance between them in two strides and lifted her into a bone-crushing hug. She yelped with surprise, then threw her arms around him. When he let her go, his jaw was clenched. “If there’s anything you ever need,” he said gruffly. “You know where to find me.”

      “Me too,” Corrin said earnestly. “I’ll never forget what you did for my mam and my sisters.”

      “Good luck with your next assignment, lass,” Theac growled. “Hope your next lot aren’t as troublesome as we were.”

      “Well at least my next lot won’t complain about having a female captain,” she teased him. “And they won’t be thieves and dock brawlers. And they won’t whinge about a tiny little run up a wall.”

      Zamaril had stayed quiet until now, but at this he stepped forward. “I’m not a thief anymore,” he said quietly, uncharacteristically serious. “I’m a Wolf, and that’s because of you. Thank you, Captain.”

      “It’s been a genuine pleasure to work with you all, and I couldn’t be prouder of what you’ve accomplished.” She met each of their gazes in turn. “Remember what you’ve learnt, and you’ll do well.”

      “Would you write us, Captain?” Theac asked, clearing his throat.

      “Plan on lots of letters,” she promised. “Because I want to hear every detail about how the new recruits are going.”

      “Make sure your replacement knows sabai,” Zamaril said. “It gives us an advantage we need, and we’re barely beyond the basics.”

      Talyn winced internally. She wasn’t sure the Callanan would be entirely approving of their unarmed combat method being taught in another country, but maybe there was some way she could wrangle another Kingshield who also had a Callanan background. “I’ll do my best.”

      A heavy silence fell then. Neither party wanted to be the first to go.

      She straightened her shoulders, hefted her bag, pasted a cheerful smile on her face. “I’ll see you again one day. Promise.”

      “If we don’t see you first.” Corrin beamed.

      It was harder than Talyn had thought it would be, walking out through that gate and leaving them behind.

      But she did it. Time to go home.

      

      She stood at the prow of the ship as it left Mithranar, the ocean beyond the headlands beckoning. She was steadier now, some of her self-doubt gone. She’d proven something to herself here, that she could still be a warrior, could still come through when it mattered.

      “Captain!”

      She spun as the musical voice sounded behind her, eyes widening in surprise to see Tiercelin standing there. “I know I said I would say goodbye.” The apologetic words came out in a rush before he could say anything. “But I worried it might make things more difficult for you. Ravinire was so furious and your captain hates me and...”

      Her words hung there for a moment. Tiercelin came closer then stopped. He was frowning, and his great grey wings hung limply from his back. He seemed to be looking for words to say. In the end, he simply lifted his head and looked at her.

      “Before you came, I was lost. I was consumed by fear of disappointing my parents, and my own lack of confidence and purpose. You gave me pride in myself and my abilities. You made me see that I am important. You showed me what comradeship can be like, and how it warms your life.” Tiercelin’s face worked as he stepped a little closer. “You stripped me of my arrogance and my ignorance, and you gave me a life. That is no small thing, Captain. Never forget it.”

      “Even though they took you away from us?” she whispered.

      “Even then,” he said steadily. “Because I won’t change back to who I was. And I can take everything you taught me wherever I go.”

      “I’m glad,” she said, fighting to keep tears from her eyes.

      “You will always be welcome here, if ever you wish to return.” He smiled now, cheekiness returning. “And if you ever want to learn more about your winged folk magic, you know where to find me.”

      “Tiercelin, I don’t have…” She stopped. “I’ll see you. Good luck.”

      He nodded, lifting a hand in farewell before spreading those great grey wings and leaping into the sky.

      She turned back to the prow, staring out over the blue ocean, eyes already seeing the plains of Ryathl in her mind’s eye.

      “We’re going home.”

      Sari’s cheer brushed like a warm breeze through her mind.
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      The Shadowhawk stood before the mirror in his bathing room. It was night, and the only light came from the lamps lit in the bedroom just beyond the open door. His face stared back at him.

      Her ship had left that afternoon, and he’d stood on the wall and watched it sail out of the bay. A peculiar mix of despair and longing ate at him. The Kingshield guard from Calumnia had changed things so fundamentally in her short time in Mithranar—she had done more in eight months than he had in years.

      She’d represented the hope that maybe he wasn’t the only one trying to make things better, that maybe others thought and felt the same way. But now she was gone.

      The idea crushed him, as if the air had been sucked from his lungs. He would miss her, would miss what she did for the humans and winged folk. But if a foreign warrior could help so much in such a short space of time, then surely he could do even more. He needed to fight past his crippling fear, the people of Mithranar deserved better.

      His people deserved better.

      Taking a deep breath and rolling his shoulders to loosen them, he dug in his pocket for a piece of chalk. He’d go down into Dock City later tonight and leave the mark to set up a meeting with Saniya. Her people clearly had resources—maybe there was more he could do to utilize those resources.

      He’d just tugged the chalk loose when a knock came at his door. Sighing, he pushed it back down deep in his pocket.

      “Cuinn? Come on, you’re late for the alleya game. Irial sent me to get you.”

      He stared in the mirror, the human features of the Shadowhawk dissolving from his face as he let go of his magic. His wings flashed into sight at his back, no longer concealed. Another deep breath, then a close look to make sure there wasn’t any residue of his glamour.

      Glamour. The magic no winged person had been born with for generations. Until him.

      The knock came again, harder this time. Prince Cuinn Acondor settled a lazy smile on his face, then turned around and walked out to greet his friend.

      It was time to play some alleya.

      

      To be continued…
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      The air was thick. Sticky. Warm. Under his cloak and mask his skin was slick with sweat. It ran in rivulets down his spine, soaking the feathers resting against his shoulder blades. He hated wearing the cloak, but without it the glamour wouldn’t entirely hide his wings, so it was an uncomfortable necessity.

      Night had fallen, leaving the area dark and full of shadows unbroken by the faint moonlight above. The darkness seemed as heavy as the air, as if waiting for something.

      “Is she coming?”

      “She’ll be here, Garrow.” The Shadowhawk used a soothing tone as he spoke to the shivering man pressed against the wooden wall of the closed bakery. Dark bruising shadowed his jaw and left eye and blood crusted around a split lip. It was far too hot to be shivering, but Garrow was terrified. He was a tanner’s apprentice, barely twenty years old, and orphaned young on the streets of the Poor Quarter. He’d also been a member of the Shadowhawk’s network for over a year.

      “What if they find us?”

      They’d been out four nights earlier stealing crates of flour from a merchant ship out of the Montagni port of Acleu. Garrow had gotten lazy afterwards and had made too much noise sneaking back into his master’s home before dawn. Suspicious and venal, the tanner had reported him the very next day, and been paid handsomely for it by the City Patrol.

      “They won’t.” The Shadowhawk swallowed. Breaking Garrow out of the City Patrol building in the Dock Quarter had been easy compared to dealing with the waves of Garrow’s terror crashing against him.

      His powerful winged folk magic was a blessing and curse in equal measure. It allowed him to subtly manipulate the emotions of those around him and keep his true identity hidden beneath the mask of the Shadowhawk, but it also meant he felt those same emotions almost as if they were his own. The closer he was physically to a person, and the stronger their emotion, the more it would affect him.

      He was well-practiced at managing his response to the myriad of emotions around him day-to-day—all winged folk with song magic were—but extremes of emotion he found harder to bear because of the depth of his power.

      Another flare of fear from Garrow brought the Shadowhawk sharply back to the present. The apprentice was too young for this—too young to be so terrified, too young to be risking his life trying to help others. “You’re going to be fine.” He tried to reassure him. “I’ll make sure of it.”

      The man’s shivering calmed and he managed a shaky nod. “Thank you. For getting me out.”

      “I’m sorry you got caught helping me.”

      Garrow must have read the deep guilt in his voice because he stopped trembling, voice sounding firmer than it had before. “I would do it again. This was my choice, Shadowhawk. I’d like to be less of a blubbering mess about it, but I’d do it again.”

      Both their attention was caught by the sound of quick, confident footsteps approaching, and the Shadowhawk’s shoulders relaxed. “She’s here.”

      Saniya’s form appeared out of the dimness a few moments later, dark blue eyes watchful, scanning them both for potential danger. One hand rested loosely on the hilt of the knife at her belt. “Warm night for it, Shadowhawk.”

      “Saniya. This is Garrow.”

      “You were on the crew last week.” Saniya nodded at the young man. Her people had helped them hide the stolen flour until the search for it died down. “Can you walk?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Taking a deep breath, Garrow stepped away from the wall. “I’m fine, just a few bruises and scrapes.”

      “Then we’d best move before someone notices us all standing around out here.” Saniya glanced at the Shadowhawk. “The flour was distributed last night—to all the store owners you named, minus our cut.”

      “Pleasure, as always,” he said. “Take care of Garrow. I’ll be in touch.”

      “Later, Shadowhawk.”

      He remained wrapped in the shadows under the overhang of the bakery until Saniya’s and Garrow’s footsteps faded from hearing. This area of the Market Quarter was usually deserted so late at night, all the store owners and market operators gone home to their beds.

      Yet despite the darkness, the oppressive heat, and the stench of rotting produce coming from a nearby alley, he felt far more at home here than he ever did up at the citadel. Where he pretended to be a prince. Pretended to be just like all the other winged folk with their disdain for humans and firm belief in their superiority.

      Even after Saniya was long gone, he stayed. As useful as she was to him, he didn’t trust her entirely, couldn’t afford to trust her. Trust was impossible in his world. He wanted to make sure he was utterly alone before moving on to his next task of the night.

      The darkness cloaking him ensured he couldn’t be seen by anyone passing by. Another talent he’d been born with that nobody knew about. That and his glamour magic had allowed him to don the mask of the Shadowhawk despite being Prince Cuinn Acondor, the worthless younger prince of Queen Sarana.

      Footsteps sounded to his left and he went utterly still. Something about the anticipatory sense in the night air bothered him. Made him more cautious than usual.

      A man came into sight, moving with quick strides down the empty street, shoulders up, eyes alert. The Shadowhawk’s gaze went straight to the distinctive grey and white of the Wolf uniform he wore.

      He was alone, and though no obvious threat loomed, the Shadowhawk moved, slipping after the Wolf, keeping to the darkest shadows on the edge of the street.

      Instinct prickled down the back of his neck.

      He rarely extended his song magic to read or affect those outside his immediate vicinity when he was the Shadowhawk—not willing to risk a winged person in the area sensing it, despite how skilled he’d become at hiding. If that happened… well, then they’d be one step closer to catching him. No human had song magic. And there were few winged folk powerful enough at it to manipulate others into believing they were human.

      And if he were caught… well, winged man or human, the last Shadowhawk had been executed and his entire family along with him. Few knew it—it was a tightly held secret within the Acondor family and Queencouncil members. The executions of the Ciantar family had been public, the queen announcing they’d been caught embezzling izerdia profits and calling it treason. None beyond her and the Queencouncil members knew that their true crime was helping hide the activities and identity of the previous Shadowhawk.

      To the humans of Dock City, the criminal that had been helping them had simply disappeared one day. None of them had bothered themselves much about an entire family being executed around the same time. After all, executions weren’t all that rare in a world ruled by the Acondor family.

      Thinking about the frustration and fury his mother must feel, to have had the Shadowhawk reappear in Dock City after so many years had passed, sometimes made Cuinn smile. She thought she’d dealt with the problem, only to have the shadowy criminal reappear on the streets of Dock City two decades later.

      But those smiles always faded quickly. A family had been wiped from existence because one man tried to make things better for his people. There was no satisfaction to be had in that.

      Nor in the fact that he would undoubtedly meet the same end.

      He had little doubt his mother wouldn’t hold back when it came to her youngest son. And even if she did, if he could hope for a mother’s love to save him, Mithanis would ensure his death no matter what their mother said.

      So he resorted to the shadows, to the darkness that had wrapped around him and kept him hidden and safe since boyhood. Tonight, though, the shadows were uneasy, the feeling growing stronger the longer he followed the Wolf.

      Abandoning caution, he extended his magic, increasing his mental focus so that his glamour wasn’t affected, and searched the vicinity for any emotion that might hint at danger. At first there was nothing. The area was deserted. Shops closed. People in bed.

      But then he caught it. A flicker of emotion from the opposite end of the street—right where the Wolf was heading. Weariness surged as his magic narrowed in on that flicker, and a sharp ache started in his temples. Using all three of his abilities in such a focused way was an effort of will and had its consequences. He spent most of his life with tiredness dragging at his body.

      Gritting his teeth, he ignored the energy drain and focused on whoever was waiting at the end of the street.

      Anger. Violence. Both emotions mixed with a hint of anticipation. And there was more than one man. The Wolf had almost reached them, his emotional state alert but unalarmed. He hadn’t seen either human lying in wait.

      The Shadowhawk swore, then let go his hold of the shadows and started running.

      At almost exactly the same moment, a man broke from the darkness at the end of the street and lunged at the Wolf, moonlight glinting from a blade in his right hand. The two collided, and there was a brief tussle which ended with the Wolf being knocked to the ground. His assailant vanished into the dim alley on the opposite side of the street almost as quickly as he had appeared.

      The whole thing had happened in a matter of seconds.

      The Shadowhawk was there an instant later. The Wolf was down, cradling a bleeding arm. But before the Shadowhawk could say anything, he rolled, came to his feet and drew his sword in one smooth movement, ignoring what must have been serious pain from his wound.

      The Shadowhawk summoned his magic again and caught the flare of emotion from the direction where the assailant had disappeared. The second man still hovered, hidden, outside the dim light of the moon. The thud of boots sounded a heartbeat later.

      “To your left!” He shouted a warning to the Wolf.

      Then he threw himself sideways, slamming into the nearest man before he could reach the Wolf, and sending them both crashing hard to the ground. Pain flared through his elbow as it cracked against stone. His opponent was surprisingly strong, and quick. Despite the hard landing, his adversary rolled instantly, stabbing upwards with a knife. The Shadowhawk lurched away, landing on his back, the air hissing from his lungs, wings folding painfully underneath him.

      He rolled and pushed off with both hands, part of his focus on forcing his wings to remain furled at his back, hidden under his glamoured cloak, the rest on leaping at his opponent as he came to his feet.

      The flash of copper had him hesitating mid-leap, bungling his move so that instead of taking the man out, they tangled, rolling to the ground. This time the Shadowhawk elbowed his opponent hard in the face—a face mostly hidden by a copper mask. The man swore and kicked out savagely.

      Made angry enough to lash out again by the hot spurt of pain from a booted foot connecting with his ribs, the Shadowhawk slammed his elbow into the man’s jaw. His adversary’s pain hit him a moment later, but it was brief and quickly controlled—a trained fighter, no doubt. Without the emotion to distract him, the Shadowhawk struck again, hard, before his adversary could retaliate. Fortunately the man blacked out before any more emotion could hit him.

      The Shadowhawk’s stomach roiled as he staggered to his feet, elbow throbbing. Consequences of song magic aside, he hated using violence of any kind, hated the idea that it was ever necessary. But in the world he lived in, there were times it was necessary. A truth he bitterly accepted but continued to rail against.

      “Watch out!” the Wolf warned. He was calm, the words a brisk order rather than panicked shout.

      The Shadowhawk spun to find the Wolf’s opponent lying prone on the cobblestones, and two more men emerging from the dark around them. Both of the new men wore copper masks. And now the one he’d hit was unsteadily dragging himself to his feet, blood pouring from a split lip.

      Shit. There’d been more of them.

      The Wolf stepped towards the Shadowhawk, sword ready to strike, moon glinting along its silver surface. The Shadowhawk drew the sharp knife he kept concealed in his cloak. Hopefully the sight of it was warning enough that he wouldn’t be forced to use it.

      The assailants paused. His heart thudded in his chest, his fear and hope twisting with the anger and undercurrent of viciousness in the men he faced down into a nauseating churn. One man stepped forward, crouching down to shake his unconscious comrade. He roused weakly and was helped to his feet, still swaying. The two backed up slowly to where the other waited, poised to strike.

      Then, as suddenly as they’d come, the men split up and disappeared into narrow alleyways leading away from the main street.

      Once their running footsteps—one pair much slower and more unsteady than the others—had faded from hearing, the Shadowhawk sheathed the knife and tried to catch his breath. His muscles were beginning to tremble, always a bad sign he was using too much magic. “Are you all right?” he asked the Wolf.

      “Yes, sir. He got me with his knife, but I twisted out of the way just in time. The cut is long but shallow.” A quick smile, white teeth flashing against brown skin. “Thanks to those sabai lessons Captain Parksin makes us do every day.”

      The Shadowhawk rubbed his sore elbow.

      The Wolf glanced at him. “That the same copper mask you’ve seen before? The same people that tried to assassinate Prince Cuinn?”

      “Yeah,” he said heavily. Tiredness flooded him. He thought Talyn and her Wolves had killed all of them that night on Sparrow Island. But now… “They were targeting you just now.”

      The Wolf frowned a little as his gaze ran over the cloak and the mask, presumably realising he was talking to the Shadowhawk. “It seems so.”

      The Shadowhawk hesitated a moment—the young man’s polite tone, his sober expression… there was something familiar about him. He’d seen the Wolf before, he was sure of it. “What’s your name?” he asked.

      “Andres Tye.” He smiled a little. “I don’t need to ask your name, do I?”

      “You used to be the watch officer for the Market Quarter Patrol.” Surprise flickered through the Shadowhawk’s voice. Tye had been one of the good ones, never taking bribes or acting outside his authority. “You’re a Wolf now?”

      “That’s right. Captain Parksin recruited me to run one of his details after Captain Dynan left. I was just out visiting some of my old Patrol mates tonight. If you hadn’t come along, things might have gone very differently.” Andres glanced at one of the alleys the men had disappeared down. “Seems like someone might be unhappy about what happened on Sparrow Island.”

      The Shadowhawk nodded. “You’d better head back to your barracks, tell Captain Parksin what happened. I’ll follow behind, make sure you get there okay.”

      “Thanks for your help.” Andres sheathed his sword and offered his hand.

      It was a courteous, sincerely-meant gesture, something so typical of these men and women that Talyn Dynan had trained. She’d turned them into something greater than the sum of their parts.

      He took the hand, shaking firmly. “Next time don’t walk alone down dark streets at night, even in the Market Quarter. That goes for all the Wolves. Whoever this gang is, if they’re after some sort of revenge against you, they’ll try again. You should start going out in pairs.”

      “I’ll tell the captain.” Tye nodded. “You should be careful yourself. They’ll know you helped me tonight.”

      The Shadowhawk followed at a discreet distance until the Wolf had safely reached the wall path. He then stood in the shadows and watched until Tye made it safely to the top, thoughts toying uneasily over what had just happened.

      Those men hadn’t been after anything but murder. Not going at Andres with a knife like that—no demands, no attempt to steal anything.

      Almost a month earlier, the group calling themselves Vengeance had staged a botched assassination attempt on the queen, hitting Prince Cuinn and his well-trained guard detail instead of their real target. But before that they’d busied themselves murdering wealthy humans who ventured into the Poor Quarter after dark.

      The incongruity of the gang and its actions nagged at him, made him uneasy. If he couldn’t understand them, he couldn’t come up with a way to combat them. And some deep instinct warned him that they needed to be stopped.

      He’d hoped that their utter failure on Sparrow Island—the fact Talyn had almost single-handedly killed every fighter they sent—might have ended the group.

      Tonight indicated that wasn’t the case. Not even close.

      Now… a chill ran down his spine. Maybe they felt they had a score to settle with the Wolves.

      Another score to settle. His fingers slid unbidden into his right pocket, to the note still crumpled there.

      He pushed the thought away and yanked his hand out of his pocket, dismissing the feeling of dread. He was over-tired and running low on magic reserves. Once he’d rested, none of the night’s events would seem so dire.

      The Shadowhawk glanced up. Andres reached the top of the wall and vanished from sight.

      Retracing his steps, it didn’t take long for the Shadowhawk to reach the alley backing onto several popular Market Street stores. One of them was a kahvi café, its owner his contact for the Shadowhawk’s cell in the Market Quarter. Their meeting was planned and Petro was waiting for him in the dim light of a single lamp lit in his back storeroom.

      The Shadowhawk checked his mask and glamour were still in place—ingrained habit, but even more necessary given the weariness tugging at him after the fight—before he stepped into the light.

      “Shadowhawk.” Petro greeted him with a quick smile.

      “Sorry I’m late,” he said, keeping his voice businesslike. His contacts risked their lives every time they helped him, and though he was often tempted by the thought of giving them more of himself, making them friends rather than just helpers, it would only put them in more danger. And he couldn’t live with himself if assuaging his loneliness got one of them killed. Even if that meant he was always alone. “How are things?”

      “Quiet, mostly. But even though we don’t feel it down here, winter has hit good and proper up in Mair-land. The poorer folk will struggle, particularly those in more isolated villages.” Petro made a face. “Especially when the penalty for illegally chopping wood is worth up to a year’s wages for some of them.”

      The familiar feeling of uselessness welled up in him. The winged folk lived in a citadel that was warm all year round, and the queen and her court only spent any time in the cold of the SkyReach when they escaped the summer heat to go to their palace in the mountains. That meant the Queencouncil rarely, if ever, traded for cold weather supplies, including clothing. That left the small human-owned businesses in the north reliant on sourcing and importing what they needed from Montagn or the Twin Thrones themselves, which was difficult and prohibitively expensive to do on a small scale.

      The Shadowhawk had contacts up there, of course, but without supplies imported by the winged folk to steal, there was very little they could do to provide meaningful help for those in Mair-land. And since Cuinn Acondor lived in the citadel, the Shadowhawk could only be in the north when Cuinn was, which was rare.

      “I wasn’t blaming you,” Petro said after the silence dragged on. “I know there’s little we can do for them.”

      The Shadowhawk nodded and pushed his despair away. He shifted, leaning more comfortably against a stack of boxes, allowing himself to relax. It was a little cooler in Petro’s storeroom, cosy in the lamplight, and there was no danger in the emotions he was reading off the young man. “I’ve been thinking. What we do doesn’t necessarily always have to be about stealing or breaking the law.”

      Petro looked interested. “I’m listening.”

      “Maybe it’s time for us to start helping ourselves a bit more down here. I’m thinking of the izerdia workers. I know some of them are genuine criminals, but more are there to fill quotas paid for by winged folk bribes. They come out of that tunnel every night exhausted and starving, if they’ve managed to survive the day.”

      Petro’s eyes lit up. “What are you suggesting?”

      His voice turned eager. “What if we spoke to the store and food stall owners in the Market and Wealthy Quarters, asked them to package up their leftovers each day? Just the stuff that spoils and would go in the trash anyway. Your network could collect it each night, leave it by the tunnel entrance.” He paused. “I figure if they get some proper food into them, things will be a bit easier.”

      “Regular meals will make them stronger, better able to protect themselves.” Petro stood straighter. “I’d do it, Shadowhawk, and I know at least a handful of others who would too. If we got enough of a response, we could even think about extending into the homeless slums in the Poor Quarter too—for those too sick or old to get work on the izerdia detail or anywhere else.”

      “Can you organise it discreetly? Your helpers would have to collect the food each night and take it to the tunnel entrance.”

      Petro shook his head. “No, let’s ask the store owners to take it themselves. That way it’s all above-board and there’s nothing for the Falcons or Patrol to get suspicious about. Plus then my people aren’t exposing themselves unnecessarily.”

      “Good idea. And maybe those who don’t have leftover food to offer could help with deliveries then? Make that their way of contributing.”

      “We’ll get the word out tomorrow.” Petro grinned. “Let’s keep you out of this as much as possible.”

      He straightened. “Thank you, Petro.”

      “Thank you. This will really help those poor bastards trekking out into the forest every day.”

      “I’d better go. Leave a message if you have any troubles with the Patrolmen escorts for the workers—hopefully they won’t stick their noses in, but you never know.”

      “Before you go.” Petro reached back for a small canvas bag and tossed it to him. “I thought you might be running low on these after the other night.”

      The Shadowhawk caught it neatly, the weight and feel telling him it carried more of his arrows—the ones Petro carved for him. “Thanks. I’ll see you, Petro.”

      The door closed quietly behind him, the lamplight snuffing out. The weariness crashed over him again, making him want to simply curl up in a ball and sleep on the side of the street. It wasn’t just physical, even though the constant drain on his magic was a big part of it.

      He had no one.

      Not a single person in the world that knew who he really was, what he did with every free moment he could extract from his life as Prince Cuinn. When up at the citadel, he had to pretend to be the partying prince, using that life to hide who he really was, using it as a distraction from the burning need inside him to do more, from the equally strong guilt and shame that he wasn’t doing more. And then at night he had to pretend to be the human street criminal who couldn’t risk others knowing him because it put their lives in danger. It was achingly powerful, that loneliness.

      Dwelling on it helped nothing, however. With a deep breath, he drew himself out of his thoughts and turned his attention to the street around him. He waited until the darkness enclosed him fully, then set off again.

      He would leave a mark in the usual place for Navis—he might be able to find something out about the group of copper-masked criminals who called themselves Vengeance—store Petro’s new arrows at his apartment, and then hopefully he could get back up to the citadel in time to sneak past his Wolf detail and get to bed before daylight dawned.

      He cursed Talyn Dynan as much as he welcomed what’d she’d built these days. Her warriors were good—two full details now had finished their training—and his mother hadn’t left him any choice but to agree to having a guard detail on his quarters all night.

      It was getting harder and harder to sneak out. What he would do if one of them found him out, he had no idea.

      What they would do was an even bigger question.
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      Talyn stood at the prow of the ship as it made its slow approach to the city of Ryathl. A watery late winter sun shone in a cloudless blue sky, the air brisk and clear—a little too brisk given the sweltering humidity she’d grown accustomed to over the past eight months.

      Sari roused in her head with a wistful sigh. “Home.”

      A smile flashed across Talyn’s face. Ryathl was wonderfully familiar. The palace—home to the Dumnorix when they weren’t in the Conmoran capital of Port Lachley—perched gracefully on the low bluff to the west, and the sweeping grounds of Callanan Tower stood directly opposite on the eastern headland. The city filled the space in between, a sprawling cluster of brick and wood buildings where thousands of people lived and worked. Beyond the city, rolling farmland spread for miles in every direction before hitting thick forest a half-turn’s ride to the north and east.

      Already she itched to take FireFlare on a long, racing gallop across those inviting plains. It had been too long since she’d ridden her mare, a painfully long time for an Aimsir rider to be apart from their mount.

      A challenging scream sounded on the morning breeze. Talyn glanced up, her smile widening at the sight of three SkyRider eagles soaring on the thermals above the city. They must’ve been part of the legion permanently stationed in Ryathl. She’d never felt the desire to join the ranks of those who risked their lives taming and flying the giant eagles, but she certainly empathised with the thrill they must feel as they soared through the skies.

      Several ships were in the process of docking or leaving the busy merchant port. When the gangplank was finally lowered, Talyn slung her bag over her shoulder and joined the line of disembarking passengers.

      Sailors and dock workers shouted to each other, and the flatter tones of the Twin Thrones’ accent was oddly discordant to her ears. She hadn’t heard anything but the musical winged folk accent or lilting Dock City drawl for almost a year. Even the air smelled different—drier, and lacking the sweet scent of flowers.

      More sounds of Ryathl echoed around her as she walked; the groan of the cranes unloading ships, the shouts and movement of the dockworkers, the bartering chatter surrounding the impromptu market lining the beach, the excited screams of children playing amongst the mayhem. All exactly like the chaos of the Mithranan docks.

      And completely unlike it at the same time.

      

      The Kingshield barracks were as familiar as the city. The black flags rippling in the morning’s breeze over the barrack gates—silver crossed swords wreathed in amber starlight and flame—indicated her uncle was in residence in the palace.

      Talyn passed the training yards on the way to the First Shield’s office, lingering a moment to watch a unit of guards sparring. A ripple of excitement shivered through her, and part of her wanted to drop her bag and join in. It had been such a long time since she’d felt that anticipation… had been so terrified she might never feel it again.

      Regretfully, she turned and continued towards the First Shield’s quarters. Some of her spark had indeed returned, but she was still a long way from healed. Almost two years, and she was only now beginning to believe there might be a life for her after all.

      A familiar blonde-haired clerk sat at the desk outside Ceannar’s office. She’d been with Ceannar ever since he’d been appointed to the post of First Shield. Friendly and amiable, she had a spine of steel and guarded entry to the office beyond without breaking a sweat. “Guard Dynan. Welcome home!”

      “Hello, Ina. It’s good to be home. Is he in?”

      “Unfortunately not. He’s spending some time at his estate on the coast.” Ina smiled. “I’ll send a message out there today to let him know you’ve arrived. He’s been anxious for news of you.”

      So anxious he’d decamped from the city? The positions of Callanan First Blade, Horselord of the Aimsir and First Shield were as political as they were practical, and it wasn’t unusual for Ceannar to spend periods of time at his estate. Still…

      “He’s totally avoiding you, Talyn.”

      “I can’t see why. And it’s not like he can avoid me forever, anyway.”

      “He blackmailed you into going to Mithranar, and made you party to a massive secret about your family that your uncle doesn’t even know about. I’d avoid you too.”

      Taken aback, Talyn wasn’t entirely sure what to do. “When is he expected back?”

      “Next week.” Ina tossed her an apologetic glance as she rifled through a small pile of parchment on her otherwise extremely neat desk. It didn’t take her long to find the one she was looking for. “He did leave orders for you, though.”

      “Oh, he did, did he?” Talyn said dryly. Sari was dead right. “What are those?”

      “He’s assigned you to Captain Parin’s detail—he leads one of the three details assigned to Lady Allira Dumnorix.” Ina’s gaze ran quickly over the parchment. “Lady Dumnorix is currently staying in Ryathl, although I understand she’ll be departing soon for her husband’s estates in the east.” Ina looked up. “You’re eligible for leave if you’d like to take it before starting your post.”

      “Thanks Ina, I’ll think on it.” Talyn hefted her bag. “I assume I’m still assigned to the same dormitory?”

      “I made sure of it. You’ll find your old bunk free, Guard Dynan.” Ina still looked apologetic. “And if you decide to take the leave, just come back and let me know. I’ll ensure the message is passed to Captain Parin and the First Shield.”

      “If I was First Shield, I’d totally want her as my clerk. She’s lovely.”

      “And perfectly placed to defuse any annoyance I might have over being avoided.” Talyn huffed. First Shield Ceannar was a wily old man.

      Sari chuckled.

      

      It didn’t take long for Talyn to find Leviana and Cynia down in Leviana’s quarters at Callanan Tower. The door was slightly ajar, revealing both Callanan partners as they huddled at an expensive-looking oak desk, conversation going back and forth with lightning speed, sentences not being finished before the reply came back.

      Talyn’s chest ached at the memories that evoked. She missed that easy rapport she’d had with Sari—their brains working so fast but so in sync they didn’t need to say all the words to get across their meaning.

      Both women spun around as Talyn knocked on the door and pushed it further open, lifting her eyebrows as the sheer size of the desk was revealed. “How did you get that monstrosity in here?”

      “We had to take the door off the hinges,” Cynia said sourly. “It took nearly all day.”

      “I had to bring some comforts from home,” Leviana protested.

      All three of them stared at each other a moment.

      Then Leviana let out a shriek and barrelled at Talyn, arms wide. Grinning, Talyn returned Leviana’s embrace, wincing as several of the knives secreted around the Callanan warrior’s body dug into her. Stepping back, she clasped hands with Cynia and shared a slightly less suffocating embrace.

      “You’re here. You’re back!” Leviana said in a rush, hopping almost manically on the spot. Cynia was less visibly enthused, but a wide, welcoming smile had spread over her face. “How are you?”

      “I’m…” She paused for a moment, searching for the right answer, and finally settling for, “I missed you and I’m glad to be home.”

      “And we’re very glad to have you home,” Cynia said warmly.

      “What have I missed?” It was suddenly crashing down on her, not only how long she’d been away, but how long she’d been mentally absent, fighting her internal despair at Sari’s death. She’d spent so long terrified she was broken, that she wouldn’t be able to come back from what had happened, and now… it was like she could start to breathe again. Like she could feel life again. Like the grief and ache of missing her partner was finally a load she could manage. “Tell me all about it.”

      “I think a drink is in order.” Cynia glanced at her partner. “We can fill you in on what we left out of our letters.”

      “And you can tell us about Mithranar. I can’t wait to hear your stories.” Leviana’s typical enthusiasm was ratcheted up to full effect and Talyn couldn’t help but chuckle.

      Talyn cast her eyes over the massive four poster bed complete with canopy, the fine sheepskin rug on the floor by the fire and the gold dining set piled up on a dresser. Comforts indeed. “It’s too crowded in here for all three of us. Somewhere in the city?”

      

      “This is delicious.” Talyn sighed as she sipped at the warm glass of spiced wine her friends had ordered for her. They sat clustered together around a table in the corner of the lively inn. It was as cosy as she remembered it, and the drink was good, but there was something missing. “It’s quiet in here, don’t you think?”

      Both women shot her odd looks. Leviana waved a hand, gesturing to the crowded space. The light hum of conversation and laughter pervaded the room. “You’d prefer we go somewhere where we can’t actually hear ourselves think?”

      “No, I just meant…” She trailed off, and it took her a moment to realise where her comment had come from. “There’s no music playing.”

      “There generally isn’t. We’d have to go to one of the theatre restaurants for that,” Cynia said.

      “Right.” Talyn chuckled and shook her head. “I’m used to the inns of Dock City—you won’t find one there that isn’t playing some kind of music.”

      “That sounds nice,” Leviana said wistfully.

      “It is, actually. One of the nicer things about the place.”

      “I assume you’ve reported in at the Kingshield barracks. Did it go smoothly with the First Shield?” Cynia asked.

      “He wasn’t there.” Talyn related the conversation she’d had with Ina. By the time she’d finished, both her friends looked surprised.

      “He’s going to keep you at guard rank after what you did in Mithranar?” Leviana asked indignantly. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “Surely you’re now the only Kingshield with experience protecting a charge against attack?” Cynia frowned. “They should be assigning you to the king’s detail, not Lady Allira’s. She barely spends any time at court and only has a minimal role in ruling.”

      Talyn held up both hands to jokingly ward off their incensed protests. “I’m warmed that you clearly read my letters, but it was just my first posting. Guards don’t get promoted in the Kingshield for years, you know that. Besides, I don’t want a command.”

      “Liar!”

      “Shut up, Sari.”

      “In all seriousness, though, I really think you should—”

      “Go talk to Ceannar?” Talyn almost grinned at the surprise that washed through her head. “I was already planning on that.”

      Leviana scowled. “Here we go again. I was hoping that the time away might help you move past what happened. Talyn, you are an absolute waste in the Kingshield. I know it, Cynia knows it, and the entire Callanan know it. What’s it going to take to make you see? You can’t keep sitting on the edge like this, unable to let go of what you used to be yet too terrified to take hold of it properly.”

      Silence fell. Cynia shot her partner a look that suggested maybe she should have waited a little longer than a few full-turns of Talyn being home to unleash such a tirade.

      “You’re right,” Talyn said after a moment, shocking both women into silence. “And being away… it helped. I’m better than I was. But it’s not as simple as you make it sound, Levs. You need to let me work through this at my own pace.”

      “Levs.” Cynia reached out to touch her partner’s hand before she could speak. “If I lost you… just let it be, okay? Neither of us has any idea what it’s like to lose a partner.”

      Leviana scowled a little, but let out an apologetic sigh. “Sorry, Tal.”

      “No apology necessary. I know you’re just looking out for me,” she said, then fixed Leviana with a look. “Now, tell me about how you are. I read your letters too.”

      She shrugged. “The quarters at Callanan Tower are much nicer than my old ones at the family townhouse.”

      “No, they’re not,” Cynia said pointedly.

      Leviana huffed a breath. “We’ve been over this. I’m fine.”

      “Will you pass on my sympathies?”

      “I’m not telling them I hear your voice in my head, no.”

      “Then be nice to her, please.”

      “I was already planning on that!”

      “Have you spoken to your parents since you wrote me?” Talyn asked softly.

      “No. They’re never home when I go to visit my brother.” She shrugged. “Or at least they pretend not to be.”

      “Will you take me to meet him?” Talyn grinned. “I need verification that Darkon Seinn truly is the most beautiful baby born in the Twin Thrones.”

      “He’s actually pretty cute.” Cynia took Talyn’s lead in setting a lighter tone.

      Leviana beamed. “I can’t wait to introduce you. I really am okay, Tal. I missed the parties I used to go to, and the wonderful clothes, but being Callanan is what I want. It’s enough for me. You can understand that.”

      “I can,” Talyn said, reaching over to squeeze her hand. “But you need anything, you let me know. I can always get my uncle to take your father’s lordship away and sell his estates to the poor.”

      They all laughed.

      

      She left barracks the next morning, intent on riding out to Lark Ceannar’s property along the coast. He could try and avoid her all he liked, but she had too many questions for him to wait until he came back to the city. There was also the issue of whether a replacement Kingshield would be sent to Mithranar—after all, Cuinn’s mother had made it starkly clear how concerned she was for her youngest son’s safety when she’d practically begged Talyn to stay in Mithranar.

      Talyn doubted that Queen Sarana Acondor had ever begged before in her life.

      And then… after a night to sleep on it, Talyn had decided to take the leave Ceannar had offered her, too.

      It was time to visit her parents. They deserved at least that much from her, especially since she hadn’t travelled to see them since before Sari’s death.

      Her head was so full of planning logistics for what she’d need for the ride north to her parents’ home that she almost ran right into the Callanan master waiting outside the barracks gate.

      “Master Feinn.” She greeted him respectfully, but didn’t hide the warmth in her voice. Ranar Feinn was the Callanan master who’d trained her and Sari throughout their apprenticeship. She hadn’t seen him since well before Sari’s death after he’d been posted to Conmor on long-term assignment. “Sorry, I didn’t see you there. You’re back at Callanan Tower?”

      “Talyn.” His ruddy face creased in a smile. “It’s good to see you. And yes, I was recalled a few months ago.”

      “What brings you to the Kingshield gates so early?”

      “A request from the First Blade. She wants to see you.”

      Talyn stilled, but didn’t try to hide the surprise on her face. The details of her mission in Mithranar on behalf of the First Blade—investigating the Shadowhawk—had been secret, and she wasn’t sure how much Ranar knew about it. “About what?”

      “It’s all very mysterious.” He stepped aside to allow her to fall in beside him. “But I’m guessing she thought a friendly face would be more likely to get you in front of her now that she can no longer issue you commands.”

      “I’m sure she did,” Talyn muttered. Shia Thorineal hadn’t become First Blade of the entire Callanan order on her fighting skill alone. “It is good to see you, though.”

      His smile warmed even further. “You too, Talyn. How are you doing? After Sari?”

      She met his gaze, read the sadness in his brown eyes and glanced away, uncomfortable with the directness of the question. “I’m getting there.”

      He reached out and squeezed her shoulder in silent sympathy. “I’m glad.”

      

      Half-Firthlander, half-Conmoran, the First Blade of the Callanan was twenty years Talyn’s senior and barely reached her shoulder. She was also highly intelligent and universally respected amongst not only the Callanan but the Twin Thrones’ other elite fighting forces.

      The First Blade was seated in a chair before a low table near the fireplace, the chair behind her desk left empty. She stood respectfully as Talyn was shown in, putting Talyn instantly on alert.

      It was never good when the First Blade was trying to butter you up.

      “Maybe she’s not as scary as we remembered?”

      “Yeah, sure.” Talyn scoffed.

      “Yeah, didn’t think so either. She wants something.”

      “Talyn. Thank you for coming, please take a seat.” The First Blade spoke warmly, a welcoming smile on her face.

      “She’s totally buttering you up.”

      “Your echo is giving me a headache,” she said, suddenly not at all in the mood for this.

      Ranar closed the door and came to sit on the remaining chair, situated directly between Talyn and Shia. A peacekeeper? Someone Talyn respected enough to keep her in the room if Shia said something she didn’t like? She tensed even further when she read the look between Shia and Ranar—he knew why she was here. Which meant he knew the details of her mission in Mithranar.

      “I won’t disrespect you by beating around the bush. The work you did for us in Mithranar was absolutely critical to our interests.” Shia spoke crisply, her dark-skinned face betraying nothing but sincerity.

      “Really?” Talyn glanced between them, again not hiding her surprise. “Because after I did as you asked—located the Shadowhawk and advised you of what I learned—I heard nothing further. No instructions to pursue the investigation, not even confirmation you’d gotten my messages.”

      “We judged it too sensitive to respond in writing.” Shia shifted the teeniest bit in her chair. “Nor are we comfortable with the Kingshield continuing to be aware of Callanan interest in Mithranar. First Shield Ceannar assumes that our concerns have been addressed, and we will not be dissuading him from that notion. Further, I ask that the conversation we have here today does not go beyond this room.”

      “What?” Sari exclaimed.

      Talyn let that sit a moment, keeping her tone even. “I really hope that you’re going to explain this all to me, First Blade.”

      “We’re worried about a criminal gang operating out of Mithranar and Montagn.” The First Blade said it casually, as if she were ordering dinner. Talyn remained silent. “They call themselves Vengeance. They’re involved in weapons trade mostly.”

      “And?” she pushed when Shia fell silent. Illegal weapons trade wasn’t what had caught Callanan interest, not enough to be having a secret meeting about it.

      “And we’ve received some highly sensitive information indicating that the Shadowhawk is closely linked to the gang.”

      “Linked how?”

      “It’s unclear,” Shia hedged. “But by all accounts, including yours, the Shadowhawk is a particularly successful criminal himself.”

      “That’s not exactly accurate.” He was a crusader more than a criminal—the crimes he committed were only done in the name of helping humans in Mithranar. At least, that was the impression she’d gotten. “And even if it were, what does any of it have to do with us?”

      “Two things. First, we think they’re involved in slaving. Kidnapping people to sell to the Montagni. You and I both know the Montagni soldiers aren’t discerning about who they accept into their slave camps, and while the Twin Thrones shut down the practice of open selling of slaves from our shores decades ago, it still happens here and there.”

      Talyn stiffened slightly, horror rippling through her. It was one thing for Montagni law to make people slaves because they’d broken a law, or been born into it. But for people to be stolen from their homes and families and be sold into it… she was beginning to understand why the Callanan were so interested. Aethain would have ensured their interest in something like this. Still, it didn’t explain the secrecy or why they wanted her involved. “What else?” she asked.

      “Prince Ariar captured a Montagni a month ago in the Ayrlemyre Mountains.” Ranar paused. “Working with a particularly vicious group of brigands. We think this man was part of the gang—that they might be expanding their operations south to Firthland and the Twin Thrones.”

      Silence fell over the room. The fire in the grate popped loudly. None of them so much as glanced at it.

      “They’re not telling you everything. We worked multiple gangs in Port Lathilly—none of those operations warranted a personal face-to-face meeting with the First Blade.”

      “I know.”

      Ranar shifted. “The First Blade has recalled me from Conmor to lead a small group of Callanan warriors tasked with investigating. We’ll be leaving for Port Lathilly tomorrow.”

      Curiosity nudged at her, no doubt what they’d been aiming for. But she kept that interest off her face and out of her voice. “What is it about this gang that makes this conversation so secret you didn’t want to write back to my letters or even tell the First Shield?”

      “We think they’ve managed to find a source of izerdia. We’re afraid they’ll look to traffic it south, possibly to the brigands. I don’t need to tell you what impact that would have on our operations in the Ayrlemyre Mountains.”

      “Slaves, weapons, izerdia… could they throw anything more at you?” Sari asked incredulously. “They really want you on this, don’t they?”

      “That’s a lot of maybes.” Talyn was certain they were holding back. “And still doesn’t explain the secrecy. Why am I here?”

      Shia took a breath. “We both know you’re wasted in the Kingshield. We want you to return to the Callanan, Talyn. You would be assigned to Master Feinn’s group—specifically tasked to go back to Mithranar to covertly learn more about Vengeance by infiltrating their gang using the Shadowhawk as your access point.”

      “Do it!”

      “Shut up.”

      “Covertly?” Talyn asked.

      Ranar spoke this time. “The plan would be for you to publicly resign from the Kingshield, then return to Mithranar and enlist with the WingGuard protection unit you led there. It would be the perfect cover. You’ve already laid all the groundwork.”

      “You want a member of the Dumnorix family to join a foreign army?” Talyn lifted an eyebrow. Formal status or not, her uncle would have a fit.

      “Ah, but you’re Mithranan as much as you’re Dumnorix, aren’t you?” Shia smiled faintly.

      Talyn let out a long breath in realisation. “This is why you made First Shield Ceannar choose me eight months ago.” And applied enough pressure he’d felt the need to blackmail her into accepting the assignment. “This was your end game all along—use the Mithranan queen’s request for a Kingshield to get me to Mithranar. That way you had an in if you ever needed to send someone back.” Anger simmered at the lengths to which she’d been manipulated.

      “Your tactical and strategic vision was always a strength,” Shia said simply.

      “Until it got my partner killed.” Talyn rose to her feet. “I left the Callanan, First Blade. I’m not coming back.”

      “Not even for your country and your family?” Shia’s gaze speared hers. “We both know you’re warrior born. This is what drives you, what you’re best at. This gang could be no more than a passing worry, but if it’s not… then we need you on this.”

      “How do you know the Montagni Ariar caught wasn’t just a mercenary hired by the brigands, or a runaway from Montagn who found a home with them? And what is it exactly that concerns you so much about Vengeance? Vague references to them possibly having access to izerdia or selling slaves isn’t convincing me, First Blade.” Talyn spoke evenly.

      Izerdia sap was the basis for all explosive substances—for purposes ranging from mining to war—and its extraction and sale was strictly controlled by Mithranar. If the brigands who thrived in the rugged mountains splitting Calumnia from Conmor got their hands on it, it would instantly make them a deadlier foe and could result in a stifling of the crucial trade that moved through those mountains. Not to mention more deaths of Aimsir and Callanan tasked with tracking them and shutting down their operations.

      Still… Shia had been oddly vague and secretive. It didn’t sit right with Talyn.

      Shia met her gaze without hesitation. “I am First Blade of the Callanan order, and I am so concerned that I am personally requesting your help on this.”

      “She’s got you there.” Sari sighed.

      “Then why not let First Shield Ceannar know what’s going on and he can send another Kingshield with a Callanan background? He’ll do it if he understands why.” And Talyn already knew he’d do it anyway because it gave him an excuse to protect a Dumnorix family member that nobody else knew about.

      If someone had told her two years ago that the Kingshield and Callanan could hide such secrets from each other… she shook her head in disbelief.

      “That’s not an option. I can’t tell you why, so don’t ask.” Shia’s tone shut down any further discussion on that topic.

      “Is the king aware of your concerns?” she tried anyway.

      “Yes.”

      “And he knows you want me to join the Mithranan WingGuard?”

      “He does. He’s not thrilled about it, but he sees the sense in our plan.”

      A beat of tense silence filled the room.

      “Think about it. That’s all I’m asking,” Shia said.

      “You know what happened. You know better than anyone what that meant for me,” Talyn spoke quietly. “So don’t pretend not to understand why I won’t come back.” She rose to her feet. “I’ll see myself out.”
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      Delayed by her impromptu meeting with the First Blade, it wasn’t until late morning that Talyn arrived at the Aimsir barracks to collect FireFlare for the ride out to the First Shield’s coastal estate.

      The copper mare was beyond excited to see her after so long. Although Talyn’s old Aimsir comrades had given FireFlare plenty of time to roam in their fields outside the city during Talyn’s absence, Aimsir mounts wouldn’t accept any rider but their own, so she hadn’t been ridden in eight months.

      Consequently, Talyn had no choice but to spend a full-turn in the yard adjacent to the stables—the handful of Aimsir around hanging over the fence and laughing at her—working out FireFlare’s excess energy before the horse could be safely ridden through the busy city streets to the eastern gate.

      She took the laughter and ribbing good-naturedly. It was hard to be annoyed by anything after the simple joy of reuniting with her highly-strung but fierce mare. The moment they exited the city gates and passed the tangle of people moving in and out of the city, she let FireFlare loose, urging her on until the mare’s hooves drummed along the hard-packed dirt road and the air whipped through Talyn’s long raven hair. A smile spread across her face from ear to ear.

      Several wealthy homes dotted the coastline to the east and west of the city—the southern Ryathl beaches were famed for their beauty and warmer waters—most belonging to the southern nobles who needed an occasional break from the confines of the city and didn’t have distant estates to escape to. Others belonged to highly ranked men and women like the First Shield, gifted to them by the king after years of service to the Twin Thrones.

      A pair of wide gates set into a high stone wall stood open in welcome. Beyond, a pebbled driveway crunched under FireFlare’s hooves as they passed a beautifully-tended garden on their way to a graceful white-walled home.

      Talyn’s meeting with the Callanan faded into the background, her thoughts instead focusing on the First Shield—her need to make him aware of the danger Cuinn had faced and his mother’s point-blank request for a replacement Kingshield, especially given Ceannar was the only other person alive who knew Cuinn was Dumnorix.

      Talyn left FireFlare grazing on a patch of open lawn, hoping that wasn’t going to upset the gardener, then stepped up to knock on the front door. A graceful older woman answered a few moments later, although Talyn’s gaze went straight to the Kingshield guard hovering watchfully at the woman’s shoulder.

      “Good morning.” Talyn glanced again at the Kingshield—she was unfamiliar—then back to the woman. “I’m Guard Talyn Dynan. I was wondering if I could have a word with the First Shield?”

      The woman smiled, and the Kingshield guard visibly relaxed and took a step backwards. “Come in. I’m Lark’s wife, Carmalla. It seems this is a day for Lark having guests.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, ma’am.” Talyn stepped inside, wondering whether Ceannar usually had Kingshield guards posted to his home outside the city. The one hovering behind Carmalla looked like she was ready to leap into action any moment if Talyn so much as put a foot wrong. “I hope I’m not bothering you?”

      “No, please. I suspect these guests will be pleased to see you.”

      With that cryptic comment, Carmalla led Talyn through the house and out onto a paved patio that commanded a lovely view of the ocean. The Kingshield followed, not saying a word, but clearly making sure that Talyn didn’t pose a threat.

      Outside, the First Shield was seated at a small table on a paved terrace, his guests taking up two of the three other chairs placed around it. Several Kingshield guards stood just beyond hearing distance, their stances, gazes and attention firmly on Lark Ceannar’s guests.

      The king of the Twin Thrones and his son.

      “Ah. That’s why the Kingshield,” Sari’s voice whispered.

      Talyn came to a sudden halt, astonished. “Uncle.”

      “Of course. His carriage would be hidden around the side of the house, so no passer-by would know the king was here. Usual procedure. I should have realised.”

      “Stop being so hard on yourself.”

      “Hello, Talyn.” Aethain Dumnorix smiled, pleasure softening his austere features at the sight of her. “What a wonderful surprise. Did you just arrive home?”

      “I did, yesterday.” An answering smile crept across her face unbidden, widening as her gaze switched to the thirteen-year-old boy seated at the king’s side. “Hello, Aeris. You look like you’ve grown six inches since I last saw you!”

      The heir to the Twin Thrones rose to his feet, luminous grey eyes sparkling with the same delight that was in his father’s burnt amber gaze. “Closer to four inches, I think, but I’m not complaining. I’m glad to see you looking so well, Cousin. Father told me you were hurt while on duty in Mithranar.”

      “It was a scratch.” She dismissed his concern, risking a quick glance in Ceannar’s direction. His rough-edged features gave away nothing of what he was thinking. “Nothing to worry about.”

      Aethain stood too. “You must be here to give your report to Lark. As interested as Aeris and I are to hear about your time in Mithranar, I have pressing business back in the city. You’ll come to dinner soon?”

      It was an order as much as a request. “I will,” she promised.

      Aethain paused before passing her, his hand settling on her shoulder. “Nasty business in Mithranar—Queen Sarana has written to me about what happened. Prince Cuinn was lucky you were there. Has the First Blade spoken to you?”

      “Just this morning.”

      “Good.” He squeezed her shoulder, saying nothing else in Ceannar’s presence. “Welcome home, Talyn. It hasn’t been the same without you.”

      “Thanks, Uncle. Aeris. See you both soon.”

      “Burn bright and true,” the king murmured before walking away.

      Aeris gave her a quick hug and a wink before following his father. Within seconds, the Kingshield on guard peeled away to follow them.

      A brief silence settled. Curiosity seeped through her. Why had Aethain and Aeris come out to see Ceannar at his home rather than waiting until he was back in the city?

      “They came to discuss Prince Aeris being fostered in Samatia with Warlord Hadvezer.” Ceannar broke the silence and waved her to one of the empty chairs.

      Ah. “And I take it my uncle doesn’t want his court to know just yet?” The Twin Thrones had hosted a Firthlander prince—essentially a hostage—ever since the war generations earlier which led to Firthland becoming a vassal state of the Twin Thrones. Many nobles of Aethain’s court vehemently disagreed with the conciliatory gesture the Dumnorix made to Firthland by also sending younger members of their family to be fostered in Samatia with the warlord.

      “He won’t go for several months, but as you can imagine, these things require significant preparatory work by the Kingshield.” He settled his faded brown eyes on her, the weight of his focused gaze as heavy as she remembered. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for your return, but your uncle had scheduled this private discussion several weeks ago.”

      “Okay, maybe he wasn’t avoiding you.”

      Carmalla reappeared before Talyn could respond to that. “Can I get you some hot tea, Guard Dynan? I fear your relatives drank all of the first pot I made.”

      “Nonsense.” Ceannar scowled. “You’re my wife, not my servant. Make tea for the king of the Twin Thrones by all means, but Dynan and I can look after ourselves if we get thirsty.”

      “I completely agree, ma’am.” Talyn stifled a grin.

      “Then I’ll take my daily walk along the beach. It was wonderful to meet you, Guard Dynan.” Carmalla departed as gracefully as she’d come, but not without a little wink for her husband. Their easy rapport with each other reminded Talyn of her own parents. And made her like Lark Ceannar a little bit more.

      “I can’t believe it’s already been eight months.” He sighed. “It seems like just yesterday since you left. How did you find Mithranar?”

      “Utterly unfamiliar from any place I’ve ever experienced,” she said, settling comfortably into her chair. “It was challenging, to put it mildly. Mithranar is very different to the Twin Thrones, and it’s not just that some of them can fly or use different kinds of magic.”

      “Yes, I’ve heard things over the years,” he murmured. He cocked his head. “How are you, Talyn?”

      “Better than when I left, sir,” she said bluntly, a spark of anger rising. “Blackmailing me isn’t going to work anymore, I can tell you that.”

      Surprisingly, a smile wreathed his rugged face. “I’m very happy to hear it. None of that nasty business sat well with me and I’m glad the Callanan are done with their interest in Mithranar.”

      She shifted in her chair, silently cursed Shia and Ranar, then cleared her throat. “Are you going to send a replacement Kingshield to Mithranar?”

      “Queen Sarana has requested it.” Ceannar half-smiled at Talyn’s look of surprise. “Her formal missive arrived two days ago. But the First Blade tells me the Callanan don’t have any further interest in having someone over there and therefore I have no reason to argue for a replacement. The king will be sending a refusal letter this week.”

      Six thrices, this was confusing! Both the king and Ceannar wanted her back there in an official capacity, but neither would tell the other because their reasons were separately too sensitive to share. Yet somehow Talyn was aware of all of it.

      She was caught in the middle and didn’t like it one bit. If only the Callanan could be open with their concerns, everyone would get what they wanted.

      “What does that tell you about how concerned Shia is about information on Vengeance getting out?” Sari murmured.

      A lot. Although why the head of the Kingshield couldn’t be trusted was beyond her.

      And no matter what else was going on, she was Dumnorix and Kingshield, and in both those capacities she had a responsibility to argue for Cuinn’s safety. So she straightened her shoulders and gave it a go. “Prince Cuinn was the subject of an assassination attempt while I was there. If he truly is Dumnorix, then he has a right to Kingshield protection,” she tried.

      “I understood that the assassination attempt was targeted at the queen.”

      “That’s not an answer,” she said flatly.

      “And you’re coming close to insubordination, Guard Dynan.” He didn’t raise his voice, but the command in it was clear and direct.

      Talyn took a breath, summoning her cool control. “Sir, you blackmailed me into going to Mithranar to protect Prince Cuinn while pretending to be there on behalf of the Callanan. I did as you asked, and I did as they asked, and let me tell you right now that neither task was easy. I think I’ve earned an honest conversation.”

      Ceannar stared at her with the merciless gaze of his, and she held it, refusing to look away. Eventually he gave a little nod. “Assassination attempt aside, did you identify any danger to Prince Cuinn while you were in Mithranar?”

      “There was another incident earlier in my posting, but I can’t be certain that was a specific threat to Cuinn. He’s illegitimate and, for a whole host of reasons, will never be under consideration for the Mithranan crown.” She paused. “Despite all that, his mother practically begged me to stay. I think she’s afraid of her eldest son. He’s powerful and ambitious, and he’s almost certain to be formally named as heir. And from my own experience of Prince Mithanis… I think there’s something there, sir.”

      “But?” he pushed. “There’s something you’re not saying.”

      “I didn’t like Cuinn,” she admitted. “He’s spoiled, indolent and unlike any other Dumnorix I’ve ever met. But if he is Dumnorix, sir, then he has a right to Kingshield protection. And whether I liked him or not… I truly believe he may be in danger.”

      Ceannar glanced away, seemingly considering that. When he glanced back at her, his gaze held hers with sober intensity. “Cuinn is Dumnorix, but there’s a reason that information is kept so secret.”

      No kidding. “Sir—”

      “I’m going to tell you,” he said. “You were right—you’ve earned the truth. Besides, I’ve always been uneasy that I’m the only one who knows this secret. Do I have your word that you will tell nobody else?”

      She had to be honest. “Sir, if I were ever asked directly… I couldn’t lie to my family.”

      “I understand. But under no other circumstances?”

      “You have my word.” She nodded, trying to keep the eagerness from her voice. Curiosity thrilled inside her. She’d had so many questions about Cuinn’s origins during her time in Mithranar, not the least of which was why the details of his ancestry were kept so secret. Not only in the Twin Thrones, but in Mithranar too, if Queen Sarana keeping Cuinn’s parentage from everyone was anything to go by.

      Ceannar took a breath, hesitating. He was clearly troubled, uncertain of telling her what he was about to. “You know your history, of course. Alendor Dumnorix successfully united the thrones of Calumnia and Conmor against the Firthlander High King Viscarin, who wanted both countries for his empire?”

      “If I didn’t know that, there might be some questions asked, sir.” She tried hard to not roll her eyes, deciding to humour him instead. “After defeating Viscarin, Alendor established the Twin Thrones and removed the Firthlander title of High King, leaving them the autonomy to run themselves under their warlord, but making Firthland a vassal of the Twin Thrones. My uncle Aethain is Alendor’s great-grandson.”

      “Correct.” He took a deep breath, one hand lifting to rub his temple, as if a headache were brewing. There was a long beat of silence, then, “What you don’t know, what nobody remembers, is that Alendor had a sister, Rianna. She was instrumental to his victory over Firthland, and in fact it was her who killed Viscarin.”

      Talyn scrambled up straight in her chair, leaning forward. “What?”

      “She faded into obscurity after the war, deliberately, while Alendor took the Twin Thrones and founded the kingdom that exists today. Rianna married a younger prince of Mithranar and lived her life out there.”

      “She married a…” Talyn’s words trailed off, her mouth falling open.

      “Whoa…”

      Ceannar almost smiled at the look that must’ve been on her face. But his troubled look quickly eclipsed it. None of this was making him comfortable—either knowing what he knew or telling her about it. “Yes. Rianna’s grandson was Prince Cuinn’s father. Cuinn is the last living of her line.”

      “So Prince Cuinn carries the Acondor bloodline from both his mother and father?” Talyn asked. No wonder the queen was so afraid for Cuinn where Mithanis was concerned. If he learned Cuinn had more Mithranan royal blood than he did… and that on top of that, Cuinn could claim membership of another royal house.

      “Whoa…”

      “You said that already.” Talyn swallowed. Her curiosity had vanished entirely, replaced by the same unease that was written all over Ceannar’s face.

      “Yes. But here’s the real issue, Talyn, the reason this is all so secret.” Ceannar leaned forward, dropping his voice. “Rianna Dumnorix was Alendor’s full sister, and the first born.”

      Talyn rocked back in her chair, unable to hide the shock rippling across her face. “So anyone descended of her line technically has a powerful claim to the Twin Thrones?”

      “You’ve hit upon the crux of it. The Kingshield exist to protect all Dumnorix, as you know, but in this instance, we protect King Aethain by keeping this knowledge from everyone.”

      She frowned. “I don’t understand. Why didn’t Rianna take the Twin Thrones?”

      “She chose not to. It’s a long story, but she was raised in secrecy in Firthland, hidden inside the secretive Shadow training base, Reyesen. Alendor—as the publicly acknowledged son of the king of Conmor—had broader support in Calumnia and Conmor, and after the war, stability was imperative, especially since the entire Calumnian royal family had been wiped out. Rianna chose the greater good and let her brother take the throne. She was the one who mandated that she and her bloodline remain secret, to forestall any future instability.” He sighed. “As generations passed, the knowledge was slowly lost. Now it resides only in the minds of the successive heads of the Kingshield.”

      “Reyesen?” Talyn stared. “She was a Shadow assassin?”

      Ceannar nodded grimly. “Who better to murder a treasonous High King?”

      Talyn suddenly wished Ceannar hadn’t decided to tell her this. The revelation was uncomfortable, like a burr in her shoe. It felt dangerous to know it when the rest of her family didn’t. “I’m not sure you should have told me that, sir.”

      “I’m not either.” He made a face. “Even if you genuinely believe Cuinn is under threat, I can’t send a Kingshield replacement to Mithranar without telling the king why. Rianna chose this, after all, and we must respect her choice.”

      Talyn rubbed a hand over her face. “Part of me agrees she did the right thing. Part of me wonders if Rianna really wanted her descendants to be without the protection we could offer. Besides, Cuinn’s no threat to my uncle, no matter how strong his claim to the Twin Thrones.”

      “Maybe not. But what about his children? Or grandchildren? Rianna sacrificed the protection of her descendants to ensure the Twin Thrones could remain a stable and prosperous place for its people,” Ceannar said quietly. “And you can’t argue that Alendor’s line has dedicated themselves to ensuring that.”

      It was true. The discomfort she felt deepened. Could she really keep this from her family? She’d given her word to Ceannar without realising what it would mean. And Cuinn… if Mithanis learned this information about him, she genuinely believed his life would be in even greater danger. It was clear this was why Queen Sarana had kept the identity of Cuinn’s father secret from her nobles and court, but surely some people had at least suspected who her lover was at the time. What if one of them worked it out?

      “You don’t even like him. He’s an awful person,” Sari pointed out. “Who cares if Mithanis did something to him?”

      “That doesn’t matter. I’m Kingshield, and he’s Dumnorix, even if the relationship is so distant I’m probably more closely related to you. And now I’m the only one who knows who he is and understands the danger he’s in, yet I can’t tell anyone.”

      Frustration made her shake her head. This shouldn’t be a decision for her to make. She was just a warrior.

      “You’re a Dumnorix princess,” Sari said pointedly.

      “Do you know who Cuinn’s father was?” Talyn asked.

      “Yes.”

      She waited a beat, but Ceannar said nothing further. “If only the First Shields know about Rianna’s bloodline, then how did you learn who Cuinn’s father was when nobody in Mithranar but Queen Sarana does?”

      Ceannar shrugged. “Armun spies work all over the world collecting information for the Twin Thrones. It’s not difficult to task them to learn certain things without them needing to understand why.”

      That made sense. As a vassal state of the Twin Thrones, the Firthlander spies were at the disposal of the Dumnorix just as their Bearmen warriors and niever-flyers were. The Kingshield and Callanan both often tasked the Armun to work on their behalf.

      Ceannar took a deep breath. “Ina sent a message to say that you have chosen to take your allotted leave before starting with Captain Parin’s detail?”

      Talyn sat up straighter. Ceannar’s tone had changed back to commander talking to his guard. Clearly their informal conversation was over. “Yes, sir.”

      “You did extremely well in Mithranar, Guard Dynan.” He rose to his feet. “Do your time with Captain Parin, and I’ll ensure you’re given a command in the next posting cycle.”

      “Thank you, sir.” She saluted.

      His gaze flicked to her arm. “I take it from what you said earlier that your wrist is feeling better?”

      She smiled, but it was a cool one. There was no longer any leverage Ceannar could use on her. She wasn’t broken anymore. “It’s perfectly fine, sir.”

      That smile tugged at his mouth again. “I’ll see you in a month, Guard Dynan.”

      Sari chose to wait until Carmalla had shown Talyn out the front door and she was crossing the drive to FireFlare to speak. “If you accepted the Callanan mission, you’d be able to protect Cuinn yourself.”

      “I’m not going back to the Callanan!” she said sharply. “Quit trying to convince me otherwise.”

      “But—”

      “You were there too! Mithranar is awful. I’m not interested in subjecting myself to any of it ever again.”

      “Yes, you are, you’re just refusing to admit it because you’re scared.”

      Talyn swung herself into the saddle in one movement. “And so what if I am? I’m just learning to live again, Sari. My home is here. My life is here.”

      Startled by a sudden digging of Talyn’s heels, FireFlare burst into a gallop out of the gate, her speed tossing anything out of Talyn’s head apart from the wind rushing past her face and the joy of the ride.
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      Talyn had just finished buckling up her second saddlebag when a knock sounded on her door. Eschewing the shared quarters of her Kingshield barracks for one more night before leaving Ryathl to head north to see her parents, she’d paid for a room at a cheap but neat inn by the beach.

      She opened it to see Tarcos Hadvezer waiting, his tall frame almost reaching the top of the doorframe. He was dressed impeccably, his dark hair growing out, lengthy wisps breaking free of the short plait he wore.

      Talyn grinned up into his hazel eyes, and they moved toward each other at the same time, his long arms wrapping themselves around her waist, pulling her tightly to him. She returned the embrace, breathing in his familiar scent. “You got my message,” she murmured into his neck.

      “I did.” He let her go but stayed close. “You have no idea how good it is to see you. Are you well?”

      “I am.” She searched his serious features. “And you? Judging from your last letter, I wasn’t sure if you’d be back in the city yet.”

      “I flew Rader back last week in the hope I’d get here before your return. I couldn’t wait to see you.” He kissed her softly.

      He was different, Talyn thought as they broke the kiss and she ran her gaze over him. He seemed different than she remembered, and when he turned back to her from taking quick inventory of her room, his gaze was more confident, settled. “Can we go for a walk?”

      “I’d love to.” She took his hand gladly and together they left the inn, wandering out to the beach. There they walked barefoot and hand in hand along the soft sand.

      “Speaking of Rader, did you get my last letter?” Talyn asked. Tarcos had grown up amongst the niever-flyers of eastern Firthland, his mother one of their leaders before her marriage to the warlord’s brother. Tarcos had left them to join his uncle’s court. There he’d learned combat amongst the rough and ready Bearmen warriors, but he’d brought his niever with him to Ryathl. Much like Aimsir, a rider could never be parted completely from their mount.

      He frowned. “Yes, it’s partly what prompted my early departure from the north. I expect I’ll be hearing from my uncle shortly. If it were anyone but you, Talyn, I would question how certain you were you saw niever-flyers that night.”

      “I’m glad you trust my eyesight,” she said dryly, nudging him in the arm and trying to break him from his suddenly sombre mood. “Do you have any idea how niever-flyers would have become involved in an assassination attempt against the Mithranan queen?”

      Tarcos hesitated. “A small number of them broke away from their community and my uncle’s authority several months ago. We didn’t know where they’d gone, or why.”

      Surprise mingled with shock. “Does Aethain know about this?”

      “No.” Tarcos’ jaw clenched. “My uncle will have to inform him now, for obvious reasons. It is worrying to learn they may have been involved in an attack in Mithranar.”

      “Why would they want to break away from the warlord’s rule?” From everything Talyn knew—mostly from conversations with Tarcos—the niever-flyers were a close-knit, almost tribal community that were fiercely loyal to their warlord.

      “Tal, I know you don’t like to hear this, but some Firthlanders are deeply unhappy that we remain a province of the Twin Thrones rather than sovereign in our own right.”

      She scoffed. “Come on, Tarcos, we both know your uncle has full autonomy in ruling Firthland. The Dumnorix have always been lenient on you, despite High King Viscarin’s actions during the war.”

      “A war that happened several generations ago,” he said tightly.

      She stopped. “You’re serious? These niever-flyers have gone rogue because they’re angry that Firthland is a vassal state?”

      Tarcos rubbed his face. “It’s only a handful, a few hotheads. My uncle hasn’t wanted to bother the king about it. He sees it as an internal issue for him to handle, and he’s right.”

      “An internal issue that sounds suspiciously close to treason to me, Tarcos.” She stared at him. “What if more break away?”

      “That won’t happen.” An edge of impatience coloured his voice. “The Armun are keeping a close eye on the niever community, and the rest of the army. It’s under control.”

      “You’re well informed,” she said, studying his face. There was more there beneath the surface, as always.

      He smiled slightly. “I need to be if I’m going to be named my uncle’s heir.”

      Her eyes widened. So far this had been a conversation full of surprises. Tarcos’s uncle had been married over fifteen years and still hadn’t produced an heir. Fortunately, he had several nephews to choose from. “I know you’ve wanted that, but I didn’t realise he was thinking of making a decision so soon. He’s still relatively young.”

      He regarded her soberly. “I think he’s finally accepted he won’t have a child. I’d be a good choice, Talyn. I’ve built strong connections here at the Twin Thrones court, and I’ve a background as niever-flyer and warrior, which gives me a broad base of support.”

      “I wasn’t arguing your suitability.” She lifted her hands in the air in mock surrender at his sharp tone.

      His gravity faded to a warm smile. “He won’t decide anything quickly. For now, I’m awaiting word from my uncle on what he wants from me next. I’m hoping he’ll ask me to take over the post as Firthland’s official liaison to Aethain’s court. Then he can send one of my younger cousins as a new hostage and I can start doing some real work. What about you?”

      Talyn shrugged, keeping her voice casual. “Right now I’m taking some leave. The First Shield told me I’ll be assigned to one of the details protecting Allira.”

      His smile turned to one of delight, dispelling the remnants of his too-serious demeanour. “We’ll be able to see each other more often if you’re posted here in Calumnia—Lady Allira spends a bit of time in Ryathl, doesn’t she? I’ve missed you, Tal.”

      He drew her in for a kiss then, catching her face in his hands and pressing his mouth against hers for several long moments until they were forced to break apart to catch breath, both panting softly. She’d missed Tarcos too, but judging from the fervour of his kiss and his clear delight at her return, she wasn’t sure she’d missed him the same way he’d missed her.

      Still, it was wonderful to see him again. She liked his steadiness, the way he could always make her feel quiet and still. A quality that had become even more important to her after Sari’s death. Not to mention his lean, hard body and how it felt against hers when they were together.

      “I missed you too.” She leaned up, kissed him hard, then took his hand. They resumed their slow walk along the beach.

      

      They went to her room that evening after dining at one of the casual eateries popular in Ryathl. Stuffed full of food and wine, they stumbled to her bed, tearing clothes off and reacquainting themselves with the lines of each other’s bodies.

      “New scar,” he breathed against her neck, long fingers tracing the wound on her bicep from the attack on Prince Cuinn.

      “More muscle,” she half-teased, half-moaned in his ear as her palms slid over the warm skin of his back. He was eager but always with an intense focus on her that made him a wonderful lover. She’d missed this kind of physical pleasure during her time away and dove into it with abandon until both of them sprawled, sticky and panting and tangled in the sheets of her bed.

      “I might go away more often if that’s the kind of reunion I get.” Talyn stretched out, the echo of his touch imprinted all over her body.

      His arm tightened around her, and his hazel eyes smiled into hers. “Mmm, I was about to say the same thing.”

      “It’s actually all part of my plan to seduce the future warlord of Firthland,” she said mock seriously. “You see, I’m after all your money and power.”

      “Ha!” His voice rumbled against her neck as he chuckled.

      “I’m just biding my time,” she said airily. “If I seduce you, and then steal the Twin Thrones from my uncle, I could be queen of a southern empire. Next step: Mithranar and its sickeningly pretty, arrogant winged folk.”

      Tarcos lifted himself up on an elbow. “Wow. You disliked Mithranar that much?”

      “Parts of it.” She sighed. “They’re not all bad. There were a handful of winged folk in my unit who I count amongst the best people I’ve ever known. But as a group they’re horribly arrogant and the royal family is the worst.” She shifted to face him. “You told me you’d met one of them once?”

      “Yeah. I was around twelve or so—not long after I moved away from my mother’s clan to live with my uncle in Samatia.” Tarcos’s gaze went distant as he thought back. “The queen wasn’t part of the trip. I think it was led by one of her lords, but one of the elder princes came. Dark hair, bad temper, your typical moody youth.”

      “Mithanis.” Talyn rolled her eyes. “He hasn’t improved any. He doesn’t care about anything but making sure he’s named heir to the crown.”

      “Really?”

      Tarcos had turned serious again, a pensive look filling his face. It didn’t surprise her. If the Dumnorix were an intense lot who always felt the insatiable urge to do something, to help, to rule, then Firthlanders took it a step further. Honour and loyalty were serious matters for them and they took offence to any who behaved like those things weren’t important.

      “That is a wildly sweeping generalisation. I’ve met at least one Firthlander who knows how to smile.”

      “Fair point. But we agreed you would stay out of my head whenever I was naked. Specifically, whenever I was naked with Tarcos.”

      “Oh shit, you’re naked.” A shudder of mixed embarrassment and surprise and Sari was gone.

      Talyn chuckled.

      “Something amuses?”

      “Just thinking over my diabolical plan.” She grinned, trying to recapture his lighter mood of earlier. “Seducing a handsome prince and taking over the world.”

      It worked, and a little smile crept over his face. His eyes lit up as he regarded her. “Well,” he murmured, rolling above her and pinning her arms to the mattress, “this prince is available for seducing and building empires anytime you like.”

      

      When she awoke the next morning, sun streamed through the small window opposite her bed. Talyn was alone under the covers. She lazily groped for Tarcos’s presence beside her, then came more fully awake when she didn’t find him.

      “I made you some hot tea.” He was sitting in a chair by the bed, dressed in his clothes of the day before. She smiled at him, and he smiled back, waving a hand to the steaming mug sitting on her bedside table.

      “Why are you up so early?” She sat up, swinging her legs over the side of the bed and reaching for the tea.

      “I woke and couldn’t get back to sleep.” He shrugged. “I thought I’d get up and make you tea. I remember how much you dislike getting out of bed without it.”

      “You know me well.” She took a sip of the hot liquid, finding herself disappointed it wasn’t kahvi. That surprised her enough that it took a moment to notice the slight frown on his face. She wondered what was brewing inside him.

      “Is everything all right?” She reached out, touched his hand.

      “Yes. It’s just…” His head dropped, and he ran a hand through his hair before looking up again, smiling. “Everything is fine. I assume from those packed saddlebags by the door you’re going to ride north to visit your parents?”

      “I was planning to leave this morning. It’s been years since I’ve seen them. Not since before…” She still struggled to say it aloud, and couldn’t do it now even though she tried.

      “I think that’s a good idea.” He traced her cheek with gentle fingers. “And I’m actually due for a visit back to Samatia, so I’ll be away for a month or so. But by the time I get back you’ll be in your new posting and we’ll have plenty of time to see each other.”

      “Exactly.” She leaned forward and kissed him. He shifted towards her and she put down the mug, deepening the kiss. “And I don’t have to leave right this moment.”

      

      After Tarcos left, she rose and dressed before writing a message for Cynia and Leviana to let them know where she’d gone. A cool breeze whipped through the streets as she walked through the city to drop the note off with the guards on the gates of Callanan Tower, then headed straight to the Aimsir barracks.

      FireFlare was overjoyed to see her for the second time in as many days. Her fiery copper coat and four white socks gleamed with health and vitality. They took a relaxed ride through the city, stopping to buy supplies to fill the saddlebags, then trotted out of the city gates as the sun reached its zenith in the sky.

      Once clear of the traffic at the gates, Talyn turned FireFlare north— toward the rolling open plains of northern Calumnia—and kicked her mare into a gallop.

      It was time to see her parents face-to-face for the first time since Sari’s death. And maybe the time away would ease the restlessness that niggled in the pit of her stomach every time she thought about returning to join Parin’s Kingshield detail.
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      Cuinn leaned idly against the balcony railing, glass of wine loose in his grasp, looking for all the world like he was enjoying the party happening around him. And part of him was. Alcohol, women, dancing and music—all were wonderful distractions.

      Another part of him was calculating how much time he’d have in the early turns of the morning to slip his Wolf guard and get down to Dock City.

      “You look particularly overdone this evening, Brother dearest.”

      Cuinn winked as Azrilan settled beside him. “You’re just jealous you don’t look as good as me.”

      “I’m no slouch.” Humour flashed in Azrilan’s charcoal eyes. “But I will concede you that. They should call you prince of peacocks rather than prince of song.”

      “And what brings the prince of games to a party like this?” Cuinn’s languid gesture took in the inebriated attendees and boisterous music threading through the room. Mithanis disdained these events, and Azrilan rarely attended them. Cuinn had never been able to work out whether that was due to Azrilan’s fear of their eldest brother, or whether he, too, thought parties and dancing a waste of his time.

      “There was a particularly good game of cards happening in the corner.” Azrilan made a face. “Until your expensive wine got them too drunk to be sufficient competition.”

      “Blame our mother.” Cuinn swallowed a mouthful of wine. At first sip it was delicious—a deep red imported from the western vineyards of Montagn. Despite that, he never drank it unless he was in public and expected to be drinking expensive wine. The knowledge that slaves had harvested the grapes and fermented the wine turned the delicious taste to acid in his mouth each and every time he swallowed. And then of course came the rush of shame that he wasn’t strong enough to stand up to all those watching and tell them to shove their wine into an unmentionable orifice. “It’s her wine. We don’t own anything, remember?”

      Azrilan gave him an odd look. “What’s eating at you?”

      His brother—also a song mage, and one more skilled than Mithanis—had clearly caught the hint of bitterness in his voice. He cursed himself at the same time as he tossed Azrilan an indignant look. “Eating at me? Nothing eats at me, Az. Life is a party.”

      “You say that, but it can’t be true all the time.”

      “Yes it can.” Cuinn smiled lazily. “If you try hard enough.”

      “Hmm, for a moment there I wondered if you’d summoned enough interest to be annoyed at Mother’s hold on our purse strings.”

      He chuckled and sipped more wine. It churned in his stomach. “That’s nothing on what’s coming. At least Mithanis will look after you once Mother finally gets around to naming him heir. I’ll be lucky to get a handful of silver pieces.”

      “That’s true,” Azrilan agreed cheerfully. “Don’t worry, I’ll throw you the occasional gold piece.”

      “Your generosity is a true wonder.”

      “Seriously, Cuinn.” His brother’s dark gaze caught and held his. “You could have died last month. That hasn’t shaken some sense loose in you?”

      “Quite the opposite, in fact. It’s not like they were after me.” Cuinn shot Azrilan a curious glance. He kept his feelings about what had happened that night, what the Wolves had been prepared to do for him, well-buried around his song mage brothers, who could read surface emotions as well as any other winged folk with song magic, and probably better than most. But Azrilan had given him an opening. “Any developments on that score? I’d rather not have my next holiday ruined.”

      “You mean learning who was responsible?” Azrilan scoffed. “Ravinire has been useless as usual. It didn’t help that your human captain killed the assassination team to a man. You can’t interrogate dead bodies.”

      “Ravinire’s not useless, it’s just that between the whims of Mother and Mithanis he’s working with his hands tied behind his back most of the time.”

      Azrilan conceded that with a sigh. “Warlord Hadvezer wrote back to us full of assurances the niever-flyer involved in the attack weren’t acting on his direction, and offered whatever support he could in hunting the perpetrators,” he said. “King Aethain made the same polite noises. He equally politely refused to send another Kingshield guard, though. Thank the skies for that. Not one of Mother’s finest ideas.”

      “I’m surprised Mithanis hasn’t decided to take a torch to Dock City, given it was humans who launched the attack,” Cuinn said idly, trying to get an idea of anything his mother or brothers might be planning in retribution. As Shadowhawk, he might be able to do something to prevent it.

      “He wasn’t far off it.” Azrilan chuckled. “But unlike him, Mother doesn’t lose all rationality in her high tempers. The moment we get a lead on who was behind it though… I pity the poor bastards.”

      Both men looked up as a woman appeared. Niya FeatherBlue, Cuinn’s current lover. She gave a deferential nod to Azrilan before coming to wrap her arm around Cuinn’s waist, one of her cobalt wings sliding along his silver ones. “Won’t you come and sing?” she purred in his ear.

      Cuinn’s smile widened. “And what would I get in return for such a favour?”

      She leaned up and kissed him, sliding her hands under his shirt and over his stomach. “The rest of the night with me.”

      Azrilan lifted his glass and drained it in a single swallow. “If you’re going to sing, Brother, I might stick around a little longer.”

      “I’d never dare disappoint you, Azrilan,” Cuinn said lightly, allowing Niya to tug him by the hand over to where the musicians were playing. As soon as they saw his approach they stopped, bowing their heads before making themselves scarce.

      Silence slowly settled over the room as the partygoers noticed Cuinn taking a seat at the harpsichord.

      He hated it, that silence, their focused attention. It made him itchy, uncomfortable. Up here at the citadel he needed the noise and the inebriation to distract him. He drained his glass, set it aside, and placed his fingers over the keys. An unconscious smile spread over his face as he launched into a rollicking tune that quickly re-started the dancing.

      The moment he started playing, his discomfort faded like it had never been.

      And when he sang, he threaded his voice with his song magic, tweaking the room’s emotional tenor slightly to enhance the fun everyone was having. Soon the entire room was dancing. All except Azrilan, who watched from the balcony, an amused smile on his dark features.

      Letting himself sink into the music, allowing it to wash over him and remove everything else from his mind, Cuinn played for at least a half-turn, fingers dancing of their own accord over the keys, voice singing several of the bawdiest songs he knew. Music was a refuge he didn’t often allow himself, but tonight he needed it.

      Eventually he pulled himself out. If he was going down to Dock City later, he needed strength to maintain the glamour, and song magic took energy.

      Sometimes he wondered at that—whether winged folk society had fallen into indolence and superficiality because for a race where song was the predominant magic, anything else had become too hard. And the healers and the warriors, in the minority, had simply gone along with it.

      Murmurs of disappointment went through the room as he stopped playing and stood up, but when he gave a sweeping bow, they applauded loudly. Niya came over with a fresh wine glass, and he took a sip before wrapping his arm around her waist and leaning down to murmur in her ear. “How about we find somewhere quieter?”

      As they left, hand in hand, he cast his gaze over the room, looking for Azrilan, expecting him to have gone in search of a better card game by now. But he was over by the back wall, in deep conversation with Ausul Goldfeather. One of the Queencouncil, responsible for the kingdom’s finances, Goldfeather was upset. His shoulders were rigid, and from where Cuinn stood he looked to be struggling to remain appropriately deferential as he spoke with Azrilan.

      “Just a moment,” Cuinn murmured to Niya.

      As he approached the two men, he summoned a touch of song magic, readying it in case he needed to defuse whatever was going on. “Ausul, I don’t usually find you at gatherings like this.”

      The councillor started, so focused on his conversation with Azrilan he hadn’t noticed Cuinn’s approach. “Your Highness,” he said, bowing smoothly. He was dressed in brown and gold to match his dark yellow wings and rich brown hair, the gold-leaf of his family name embroidered in the cuffs of the jacket he wore.

      “Can I get you a drink?” Cuinn waved languidly. “Or a dancing partner, perhaps?”

      The man was married, faithfully so—unusual for one of the winged folk—with a teenage boy and two younger girls, and it was amusing to watch the discomfort play out over his face. “Thank you, Your Highness, but I was just leaving.”

      Ausul offered both princes a polite head nod, then left, making straight for the open balcony and lifting into the night sky.

      Azrilan sighed. “Nicely done.”

      “What was his problem?”

      “The usual. Mithanis has upset him—some spending decision he made without consulting Queencouncil—and Goldfeather was attempting to address the issue by appealing through me.” Azrilan shrugged.

      And of course Azrilan would never challenge Mithanis on anything. Neither would Cuinn. It had a zero percent success rate and often unappealing consequences.

      “Which you won’t.” Cuinn stated the obvious.

      “It’s safest to always play the hand you’re dealt. I wish they’d realise it.” He sounded troubled.

      “You’re worried.” Cuinn’s magic told him that loud and clear. “Mithanis is Mithanis, Az. That’s not going to change.”

      “You wouldn’t know, because you never involve yourself in anything halfway serious, but he’s making more decisions lately. Consulting less. I…”

      “What?” Cuinn frowned.

      “It’s nothing.” Azrilan pushed away from the wall. “Thanks for the song and the assist. Good night, Cuinn.”

      Cuinn saluted him with the wineglass still in his hand. “Enjoy your cards.”

      Niya waited where he’d left her, and he wrapped an arm around her waist, giving her a brief kiss on the cheek in apology. “Let’s get out of here,” he murmured.

      Outside the door two Wolves stood watchfully against the opposite wall. As usual, he completely ignored their presence, giving Niya a long-suffering look. Also as usual, he inwardly felt a little touch of warmth—like he was safer than he ever had been before.

      Niya returned his annoyed expression. “I suppose we’re going to have to walk back to your tower so they can all keep up.”

      Cuinn shrugged. “At least it’s a nice night for a walk.”

      And it would give him time to work out how to sneak out of his room later, once Niya was asleep. Judging from the two human Wolves now discreetly falling into step behind him, it was Halun’s detail on shift tonight. The big man had clearly paid attention to everything his captain had taught him, because he never left any potential opening vulnerable. Not that Tye’s detail did either.

      Cuinn sighed. Two more details were close to completing their basic training under Parksin. Once they were ready for duty, Ravinire would no doubt go straight to his mother, and she would inevitably insist that he have a detail on him day and night.

      Particularly after what had happened on Sparrow Island.

      His gut twisted every time he thought about it, which he usually did his best not to. Almost two months and the memories had lost none of their freshness. He would have died that night if not for Captain Dynan and her Wolves. The certainty of that fact never failed to take his breath away.

      But even worse was that five Wolves had been prepared to die that night. He knew it hadn’t been for him, that they’d been willing to die for her. But even so.

      And it had been his fault.

      Being the playboy prince had always been the perfect way to assure Mithanis he was no threat. Both he and Azrilan preferred the option that involved Mithanis not feeling the need to kill them to assure himself of being the next king of Mithranar. Azrilan did it by kowtowing to Mithanis’ every whim, while Cuinn pretended to be useless. Not only that, but nobody would ever consider such a spineless fool could be the Shadowhawk.

      The Wolves messed with all that, though, they—

      “Cuinn?” Niya tugged on his hand, and he realised they’d entered his tower and gone up the stairs without him even realising. “You look far away.”

      “Sorry.” He pasted the smile back over his face and drew her close. Not only did he genuinely enjoy Niya’s company—she was clever and fun in bed and seemed to enjoy the casual nature of their relationship as much as he did—but she was from a merchant family of sufficient inconsequence that Mithanis would never be bothered by their relationship.

      For the brief turns he spent with her, he could forget everything else churning around in his mind and just focus on simple pleasure.

      The drinking and the women had begun as a way to hide from Mithanis, but they’d grown into a welcome distraction, a crutch—the only way he could find of escaping the maelstrom in his head.

      There were times he worried that the mask had become reality, that the pretence he manufactured had become a part of who he was. He’d felt it sharply every time Talyn Dynan had looked at him with scorn and contempt. What he’d shown her was nothing like what she expected from a prince.

      “Cuinn…” Niya pressed her mouth against his, a hint of impatience in her kiss.

      He pushed aside his wandering thoughts and busied himself removing her dress and lowering her to his bed. For the next full-turn or so he was going to escape from the worry and the fear and the self-blame.

      And then he would go down into Dock City to begin his real work.
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      It was a journey of several long, enjoyable days galloping across the beautiful Calumnian countryside to reach the northern plains. The closer Talyn came to the place she’d grown up in, the colder the air grew and the more isolated the terrain. Soon patches of melting snow dotted the roads and fields she crossed and she had to dig out her Callanan cloak to stay warm.

      None of this impeded her joy at being in the saddle again. The long days of riding also allowed plenty of time for her thoughts to range free. She’d avoided thinking of her parents for a long time, mostly due to guilt. She’d gone to the Dumnorix rather than them after Sari’s death even though she’d known they’d be worried about her. She’d assuaged some of that guilt with letters home, but there hadn’t been many of those, not nearly enough to make up for her absence.

      In a single instant, Sari’s death had meant not only losing her partner and best friend, but the life and mission she’d loved more than anything else in the world. Compounded with the guilt she’d felt—and still felt—over her role in Sari’s death, Talyn hadn’t known how to live again. Whether she could even be a warrior again. She hadn’t been able to face going home, knowing her parents would read all that in her face the moment they saw Talyn.

      For all its challenges, her time in Mithranar had taught her that she could still have the life of a warrior, she could still be what she once was, still have that life.

      Now, as she hit the main road leading to Lyall, she began to wonder anew about her mother and the choice she’d made to leave the Callanan—walking away voluntarily like Talyn had but for wildly different reasons.

      Unlike Talyn, Alyna Dumnorix had grown up in the Twin Thrones court, first cousin to the future king. A full Callanan warrior, she’d been destined for a senior position at court—potentially First Blade one day—and a marriage that cemented the Dumnorix hold on power and bolstered the Twin Thrones’ strength.

      But then she’d met Trys Dynan, a Mithranan ship captain. He’d sailed into Ryathl harbour one year, his ship laden with supplies for the Callanan. A random twist of fate caused his first mate to be ill from bad fish, so that Trys was the one to walk up to Callanan Tower to receive payment for the goods.

      The way her parents always told it, they’d met in the courtyard as Trys was leaving with his payment and it had been love at first sight.

      Talyn couldn’t possibly imagine such a thing. She’d known Tarcos for years, liked him immensely, and enjoyed sleeping with him, but wasn’t certain she’d be falling in love anytime soon. Or at all. It made for a good story, though, she supposed.

      The Dumnorix clan had been thoroughly unimpressed by Alyna’s desire to marry Trys. He was a foreigner without a drop of royal blood or strategic value, absolutely no match for a Dumnorix princess.

      So Talyn’s mother had been left with a choice. Leave Trys or leave court.

      She chose Talyn’s father.

      In marrying him, she had retained her family’s affection and blood, but not their money or power, effectively removing herself from court and any political influence. Trys sold his ship and used the money to buy a farm in Lyall where they settled to live a quiet life.

      Talyn’s father had taken to farming as if he’d been born to it—or so it had always seemed—and theirs grew into one of the wealthier farms in the north. Alyna left the Callanan after Talyn was born.

      Talyn couldn’t remember her parents ever travelling back to Ryathl to visit the Dumnorix court. They were nothing if not loyal to each other, and to their country, and Alyna held to the choice she made.

      Now, for the first time, Talyn wondered if her mother ever regretted that choice. Had ever regretted turning her back on her entire life, her heritage, for love. Talyn simply couldn’t imagine it.

      Even now she would take her Callanan life back in a heartbeat, would do anything to have it back, and nothing but her partner’s death would ever have made her willingly walk away from it.

      A deep ache of mournfulness swamped Talyn as her thoughts about her mother shifted to thinking about Sari. They had met on their first day as Callanan apprentices, partnered without hesitation despite a steady series of raised eyebrows from their more senior teachers at the quickness of their decision, and gone on to become the most successful, and reckless, Callanan duo anybody had seen for some time. The grief wasn’t as sharp as it had once been, but even so the sadness lingered as she reached the village and took the road out to her parents’ farm.

      Her mother was pruning roses by the front step of the house as FireFlare slowed to a trot to pass through the open front gates.

      Callanan instincts not dulled by time had Alyna Dumnorix turning before Talyn could call out a greeting. A flash of astonished pleasure softened the austere lines of her face—Aethain and Alyna had both inherited the full Dumnorix gravity—and Talyn couldn’t help her grin. She swung out of the saddle and walked straight into her mother’s warm hug. “It’s so good to see you, Mama!”

      Alyna stepped back to look her up and down, one hand lifting to Talyn’s cheek. “And you, my girl. I have so many questions I don’t even know where to start.”

      She chuckled. “I’m well, so you don’t need to ask that, and I’m here for a visit because I have leave before I start my next posting, so no need to worry that there’s anything wrong, either.”

      Alyna’s shoulders relaxed slightly and her smile warmed even further. “You’re back from Mithranar early, then?”

      “A little scuffle resulting in a minor arrow wound earned me an early return.” Talyn made a face. “He hasn’t said as much, but I suspect Uncle was behind it.”

      “I’m not surprised. The Dumnorix protectiveness does run strong in him. But are you okay? How minor was this wound?” Alyna frowned, deep violet Dumnorix eyes looking her carefully up and down.

      “It healed good as new, I promise.” Talyn glanced around. “The garden looks beautiful, Mama.” Her mother had a gift, and Talyn was reminded of the spectacular gardens of the Mithranan citadel. “You should visit Mithranar someday. They have hundreds of gardens like this all over the citadel. You’d love it.”

      “You’ll have to tell me all about them.” Alyna squeezed her arm.

      She glanced at her mother in surprise. “Da never told you how the entire citadel smells like flowers?”

      “No, he never did.” Alyna smiled. “How long have you been riding today? Can I get you something to eat or drink?”

      Talyn shook off her surprise, leaning into her mother’s warmth. “I’m not hungry, but I’d love a warm drink. It’s starting to get cool out here.”

      “Mint tea?”

      Talyn smiled. Mint tea had been her favourite before she’d discovered kahvi. “I’d love one.”

      “Your father is out in the fields. There were strong winds last night and some of the fences were damaged. He’ll be back soon, though. Why don’t you walk out to meet him? I’ll brew a pot of tea and catch up.”

      Leaving her mother, Talyn walked around the side of the house, opening the back gate and stepping out into the field beyond. She’d expected a long walk, but to her surprise her father was just visible crossing the waving grass from the opposite direction, heading towards her.

      She paused, waiting for him and allowing the brief sunlight to warm her skin. In a matter of weeks, snow would carpet these fields and any remaining warmth would vanish.

      Her gaze lingered affectionately on her father’s approaching figure. A tall, rangy man, his long, dark brown hair was shot through with grey, and he had blue eyes the same sapphire as Talyn’s. While it was impossible to consider her own father as handsome, she could certainly understand what her mother had seen in him. Even now there was something about him, despite the fact he was approaching fifty-six.

      He wore brown, dusty breeches and a tan shirt, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows in the sun. The first few buttons were undone at the top of the shirt, and his hair was tied back from his neck with a piece of rubber.

      As he came close enough to catch sight of her, he stopped dead. She barely noticed it—or the wariness in his face—because the moment he’d come close enough for her to see his face, she’d frozen too.

      The smile on her face faded abruptly as shock took hold.

      “Six thrices, Talyn!”

      Indeed. Because utterly unmistakable in her father’s face were the fine-boned features of the winged folk. She hadn’t seen him for well over a year before leaving for Mithranar, and his face in her memory had faded. Not to mention he’d always been human to her, so she hadn’t even considered the fact he might be…

      Her mind flashed through a series of memories—how he’d always worn his hair long and slightly scraggly, and the fact she didn’t have a single memory of him clean shaven. The sag to his shoulders and slight hitch to his gait she’d always assumed had been caused by being a sailor for so long.

      But every single one of those things very deliberately obscured the evidence of his winged folk blood.

      “I suppose it’s pretty obvious to you now.” He started walking again, coming to stand before her. “Oh baby girl, come here.”

      He tugged her into his arms, squeezing with a fierceness that seemed born of bone-crushing relief. She hugged him back absently, untangling herself as quickly as she could.

      “I don’t understand…” Her voice trailed to a stop. “Where are your wings?” Then, “Why don’t I have wings?”

      He glanced behind her. “Not a story to be shared right now.”

      “What does that mean? Da… I’m winged folk?” Shit, Tiercelin had been completely right about her. She wasn’t even sure what to think about that. “Why would you never have mentioned it?”

      “I had no conception that you would ever be posted to Mithranar, Talyn.” His voice was low, urgent. “And by the time your letter reached us, it was far too late to stop you. You were already there.”

      “Stop me?” Absolutely none of this was making sense to her. “Why would you want to stop me?”

      “There you are!” Alyna’s voice sounded behind them. She carried two tall glasses of steaming tea and walked with the easy agility of a Callanan warrior. Trys took his glass with a warning look at Talyn and a smile for his wife. “Thank you, love.”

      “Everything all right, Talyn?” her mother asked with a slight frown.

      She forced a smile. “Let’s go inside. It’s getting a bit cool out here.”

      

      Talyn and her parents shared an early dinner together then stayed up late talking and catching up. She gave them the highlights of her time in Mithranar, glossing over the arrow attack and attempted assassination. She saw so little of her parents that she hated to think of them worrying about her when she was gone.

      The more she talked, though, the more uncomfortable she became. Not only was her new knowledge about Cuinn an uneasy burr in the back of her mind, she also had to hide from them that Aethain hadn’t really sent a Kingshield to Mithranar because Queen Sarana had paid for it in izerdia—but because the Callanan had asked him to send someone to investigate the Shadowhawk. Secrets within secrets. How was it that she had ended up as the keeper of them all?

      “Not just you,” Sari chimed in quietly. “I’m still here to hold those secrets with you.”

      “I’m still surprised Aethain agreed to send a Kingshield overseas.” Alyna frowned. “It’s never happened before. The Kingshield exist only to protect the Dumnorix.”

      Talyn shifted uncomfortably in her chair. It was easy to forget that her mother was a Callanan warrior who’d received all the benefits of a noble-born education to go along with a heavy helping of natural smarts. Trying to change the subject, Talyn shot a pointed glance at her father. “Prince Cuinn would have been a boy when you left Mithranar, Da?” If her father was winged folk, then he’d have known the Acondor family.

      Trys nodded, apparently unbothered by her question. “Yes, I think Cuinn would only have been a small child, just a baby. The other boys were a little older.”

      “Was his father still alive?” she asked carefully.

      “The queen always refused to say who he was.” He sounded like he genuinely didn’t know. “And given the elder princes’ father had died years earlier, nobody was overly fussed that she’d had an affair. Winged folk society doesn’t frown on that sort of thing.”

      “I didn’t like any of the princes,” Talyn murmured. For very different reasons.

      Her father shrugged, but didn’t pursue the subject. She wondered at that, wondered what he knew, but she didn’t want to force him to talk about something he clearly hadn’t told her mother. At least not until she could get him alone.

      “None of them sound like ideal candidates to take the crown after their mother,” Alyna said.

      “No.” Talyn huffed a breath. “Not at all. They are so very different to us. The winged folk think they are better than the humans because they have wings and magic.”

      Trys was silent, but his hand tensed where it rested on the chair.

      “They might have more gifts, but that doesn’t make them better people,” Alyna said, rising from the table to collect empty dishes. “And from what you’ve described, their arrogance makes them ignorant.”

      “Exactly.” Talyn stretched. She normally would have helped clear the table, but was eager to have an opportunity to question her father. So she stayed where she was and waited for Alyna to leave the room. But her mother paused by Trys’s chair at the head of the table, her free hand resting on his shoulder.

      She didn’t say anything to him, just lifted an eyebrow in query. She clearly hadn’t missed Trys’s discomfort either. He smiled at her, leaning down to rest his forehead against her hand for a moment.

      And in those downcast eyes was a pain Talyn had never known until the day Sari died.

      Alyna squeezed his shoulder, the moment holding for a little bit, then Trys leaned back, some of the tightness around his eyes fading, and Alyna continued on to the kitchen.

      Talyn leapt to her feet and began clearing what dishes remained. She never wanted to see that look on her father’s face ever again.

      She wasn’t even sure he noticed her leaving the room.

      

      Talyn joined her mother at the sink to help clean the dishes. Outside the window, the orange glow of the setting sun over the fields was a lovely sight. She’d spent so long staring out the same windows as a child, thinking of the day she’d be an Aimsir, then a Callanan. She’d never wanted anything else.

      And she’d never, even for a second, considered that it all might end.

      Now the sight caused an unsettling restlessness. Though she’d been avoiding acknowledging it to herself since Ina had told her, she was decidedly not eager to join Allira’s Kingshield detail, and this time it wasn’t because grief and guilt tore her apart at even the thought of fighting without Sari. No, now she knew she could still do it, still wanted to do it.

      But being a guard for a Dumnorix relative who spent a lot of time at her estates in the east doing nothing but hosting dinners and occasionally attending Ryathl for official duties left her feeling hollow. Bored even.

      The First Blade’s request refused to stop nagging at the back of her mind. Being a Callanan again was impossible—no matter how much she healed, that life was gone and she had to leave it in the past. But the idea of real work again, dangerous work where she had to use her wits and take risks… it was what she’d loved about being Callanan.

      Or maybe it was the idea of going back to Mithranar that drew her.

      She huffed a laugh at the thought. After a difficult beginning, she’d grown to love working with her Wolves, been proud and satisfied with what she’d made of them. But apart from that… dealing with the arbitrary unfairness of winged folk whims, the fine line she’d been forced to walk between making the Wolves good without offending the Falcons—it had been awful.

      “Everything all right?” her mother asked after a lengthy silence.

      Talyn glanced at her. “Just thinking, that’s all.”

      Alyna was quiet a moment before she spoke, hands deep in warm water. “I never had a Callanan partner, so I won’t pretend to understand what that was like for you to lose Sari. But I can see it in you, Talyn. You’re nothing like the high-spirited girl that left here to join the Callanan, the confident and shining woman that came back to visit. Your da and I… it breaks our hearts, because we can see the change but we can’t fix it for you.”

      Hearing Sari’s name aloud was still a sharp pain—like pressing a still-healing wound. “I will never recover from her death,” Talyn admitted. “And for a while I was afraid that it had broken me permanently. But it didn’t, it just changed me. I can’t go back to who I was, but I still have a life to live, and I think I might be finally starting to heal.”

      Alyna heard the tears in her voice and silently wrapped an arm around her shoulders, heedless of the water dripping from her hands. Talyn turned in to her mother’s embrace, allowing the tears of still-aching grief to run silently down her cheeks.

      “I’m glad,” Alyna whispered. “I love you, Talyn.”

      Talyn took the comfort her mother offered, waiting until the tears ran dry before straightening and scrubbing at her wet cheeks. Silently, they went back to cleaning and drying dishes.

      After a moment, Talyn cleared her throat. “The First Shield has reassigned me to Allira’s guard detail.”

      “Oh! Allira was still a girl when I left court, but I always liked her. She was quiet, not as arrogant as the rest of us are.” Alyna shot Talyn a wry look. “But steady, kind. A good woman. And her husband’s family have always been amongst the Dumnorix’s staunchest supporters.”

      Talyn hesitated a moment. “Do you ever regret your decision? To leave the family and your life and come here with Da?”

      “Now there’s a question I’ve been waiting for you to ask for a long time.” Alyna smiled.

      Talyn shrugged. “I never really thought about it. I loved growing up out here, joining the Aimsir. And even when I went to Callanan Tower, while it was wonderful to spend more time with our Dumnorix relatives, it never bothered me that I wasn’t part of court. I preferred it that way. I just wanted to be a warrior. But I realised recently it must have been different for you—you grew up at court, with influence and power. You would have had even more if you stayed.”

      Alyna’s violet gaze turned to stare out at the sunset, clearly weighing her answer. “It’s impossible not to imagine what might have been, if I’d made the decision differently. And I do miss Callanan life. I miss court and being involved in running the Twin Thrones. If I’m honest, sometimes I miss it fiercely.”

      “But?” Talyn sensed it coming.

      “I also imagine what it would be like living that life without Trys.” Alyna turned back, smiling softly. “And each time I think about that, I make the same choice all over again. I’m happy here, Talyn, with the life your father and I have together. Even if we both miss you all the time.”

      “I’m glad.” She gave her mother an affectionate nudge.

      “You’re different, though,” Alyna said thoughtfully. “You’ve always been a restless child. I hope you know that Trys and I love you, and we’re proud of you, no matter what you choose to do next.” Alyna gave her a look. “I have a strong suspicion it won’t be joining Allira’s Kingshield detail.”

      Talyn huffed a breath. “If not that, I have no idea what else.”
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      The next day, she helped her mother repair a fence, then went for a long ride on FireFlare. She hadn’t quite realised how deeply she’d missed being in the saddle during her self-imposed isolation with the Kingshield and then posting to Mithranar. It relaxed her, settled her, in a way she’d never fully understood before.

      After returning to the farm late in the evening, she found her father sitting out on the back fence, staring over the fields of his farm. “Mind if I join you?” she asked him.

      Trys’s sapphire eyes lightened when he turned and saw her standing there. She was struck suddenly by how beautiful and fey he looked framed against the sunset, despite his age. The worried mood that had been hovering around him like a cloud since her return had temporarily gone, replaced by a relaxed calm. She wasn’t sure what had brought it about—she suspected a conversation with her mother—but was glad of it.

      “Tell me, Talyn, what did you think of my homeland?” he asked as she hopped up beside him.

      “It’s lovely. Everything there is crafted so that it reflects as beautifully as possible. The winged folk magic only enhances that impression,” Talyn said, considering the right words to explain. “But all that beauty and magic hides a lot. As magnificent as the winged folk are, they’re also arrogant and ignorant, like I was saying last night. They don’t realise that the human population is just as beautiful and flawed as they are.”

      “An apt assessment,” he said, looking down at her. “Did you like it there?”

      Talyn again thought carefully before replying. “Sometimes. But the times I didn’t—they were awful. Still, I think I made a difference for those I met there. And Da, the music! Life there has a melody; it’s constantly singing.”

      “I miss the music,” he whispered, sounding more forlorn than she’d ever heard him. She reached out and took his hand in silent support, understanding his melancholy. She missed it too. She loved her home fiercely but it had never sounded so quiet and still until she’d been to Mithranar.

      Comfortable silence fell. It didn’t seem as if Trys was going to pursue the subject any further, but Talyn had too many questions and his mood seemed better, so she risked asking. “I’d like some answers, Da. You are one of the winged folk, aren’t you?”

      He gave her a little nod. “Both my parents were winged, yes.”

      Talyn stared, unable to help glancing at his back. She tried to remember a time she’d seen him without a shirt on, but failed. Maybe she had, when she’d been a child, but those memories were gone. “Then why don’t you have wings?”

      He turned away. “You’ve never spoken to us about what happened with Sari, not even once.” He raised a hand before she could protest. “I understand why, Talyn. I understand because I feel the same way about what happened to my wings. I just can’t.”

      She understood perfectly, even though it frustrated her, so she didn’t push. Despite how badly she wanted to. “Is that why you’ve never spoken of your life there?”

      “It hurts too much to remember. I miss my home every day but I can never go back.”

      “Why?” she asked. “Why do you wish you could have stopped me going?”

      “Because it was more dangerous than I can ever say.”

      “Why?” She frowned.

      He looked away, jaw clenching. “It’s safer that you don’t know. You’re home now, so it doesn’t matter.”

      “Not even Mama knows, does she?”

      “No.”

      She sucked in a breath of surprise. Her parents were extraordinarily close. The fact that he hadn’t shared his past with her was beyond surprising. “Did you…” She was struggling to understand, and tried to frame a question that was less specific. “Was it… did you leave because of how things are, there? I mean, I sometimes wondered what you thought about how winged folk treat humans.”

      Trys shrugged, not answering her question directly. “At the time I left there was a lot of trouble between the two groups. That probably hasn’t changed much.”

      “Then why are the Callanan so interested now?” Sari echoed the same question in Talyn’s thoughts. “Tal, remember how Savin told you the Shadowhawk activities began years before Cuinn was born, then stopped suddenly? Your da might have heard of him before.”

      For a moment she wrestled with telling him the truth about her Callanan assignment—maybe that would pry some information out of him—but she’d given her word to Shia. She sighed. Maybe she could approach it from a different angle. “Can I get your opinion on something?”

      “I’ve been gone a long time.” He smiled, relaxing a little. “But sure, ask away.”

      “There was a criminal causing a lot of trouble while I was there. The Falcons hadn’t been able to catch him, he calls himself the Shadowhawk. I—”

      “What?” Trys spun towards her so suddenly he almost knocked her off the fence, his eyes dark with intensity.

      Talyn stared at her father, at the shock written all over his face, like she’d just dredged up something he’d thought long forgotten. “He’s more than heard of him, Sari.”

      “He seems to have picked up where the old Shadowhawk left off,” Talyn said calmly.

      Trys swallowed, gripping the railing with white-knuckled hands. “What do you know about him?”

      “No, Da, it’s your turn to answer some questions.” She studied him as she spoke, watching every minute flinch and the continued darkening of his eyes. “I’m not a fool. Your leaving Mithranar had something to do with the previous Shadowhawk, didn’t it? Did you know who he was?”

      “I told you, I don’t want to talk about it.” Trys dropped down from the fence and began pacing.

      “Da, I understand it’s painful, but at least tell me something. The man I met in Mithranar is too young to have been the original Shadowhawk. From what I saw of his activities, they were aimed at helping the humans of Dock City. But that could all just be on the surface, he’s extremely good at hiding. I need to understand whether—”

      “You met him?” Trys looked torn between astonishment and horror.

      “Yes,” she said, then speared him with a look. “Was the old Shadowhawk human too?”

      Her father looked at her, glanced away, then nodded.

      “Did you know who he was?”

      “He’s dead. He died before I left Mithranar, Talyn. Whoever this new Shadowhawk is, he has nothing to do with the old one. He can’t have. You need to leave it alone.”

      But she couldn’t leave it alone. The First Blade was worried, and Talyn wanted to know whether that concern was warranted. “Did your leaving Mithranar have something to do with the old Shadowhawk and what happened to him?”

      “I left because I couldn’t stay. Because everything I had there was taken away from me,” he said harshly. “And none of that has anything to do with what you’re talking about now. Leave it alone, please.”

      She stared at him for a moment, hating how upset she’d made him, but at the same time desperate for some answers. “He saved my life, Da.”

      “What?” Concern flashed over Trys’s face, washing away the pain. He strode towards her, one hand reaching out to rest on her knee. “Talyn, what happened?”

      She related the events of the night of the floods. His hand on her knee tightened when she told him about almost drowning. But by the time she was finished, the concern on his face had been replaced by a stark look of fear. “The winged folk would not have appreciated what you did in making the Wolves an emblem of human pride.”

      “They didn’t.” She sighed in frustration. “And there were consequences for my wing that I struggled to accept. It was never my intention to do anything but establish a protection detail for Prince Cuinn.”

      “You should have been more careful. You...” Trys stopped himself and sighed. “I’m glad you’re home safe.”

      “I was fine.”

      “No,” he said abruptly. “You weren’t. You were in more danger than you’ve ever been in your life.”

      “What does that mean?” she demanded.

      He ignored her question. “You said that you were told you had winged folk features. Did they know who you were?”

      “They knew my name, and that I was a Kingshield from Calumnia.”

      “They knew you as Talyn Dynan? They didn’t know of your link to the Dumnorix, who your parents are?” Panic edged his voice.

      “That’s right, I kept my Dumnorix link discreet for obvious reasons,” she said, then shook her head as realisation flooded her. “Da, I… Dynan’s not your name is it? You made it up when you left.”

      He nodded, refusing to look at her. “And don’t ask what it is, because I’m not telling you. The name is dead and it is better for everyone—not just you—that it stays that way.”

      That revelation hung there for a moment while she tried to work out what to say. Her name wasn’t Dynan? Did that really matter? She wasn’t sure… it was her Dumnorix blood that had defined her more than anything else, irrespective of her father’s name, despite the fact she’d grown up far from court. In the Twin Thrones, her Mithranan blood had been an afterthought, at least until the Callanan had needed someone to go there for them.

      But maybe it shouldn’t have been.

      “Were you… was your family noble?” She struggled to imagine her loving father being anything like the nobles she’d met. He’d never shown a hint of their arrogance, their entitlement, or their ignorance. Her mother certainly would never have fallen for him if he had.

      “It doesn’t matter.” He shook his head.

      Frustration came close to boiling over. She suddenly had a new appreciation for Leviana and Cynia’s patience with her—had she been this closed down and shut off since Sari’s death? She had, she realised with a guilty twinge. “Why don’t I have wings?”

      “Children who are the result of winged folk and human pairings don’t always receive their parent’s winged folk blood. Those that don’t are considered human and are cast aside,” he said, bitterness lacing his voice. “And those that do, like any winged folk child, require the assistance of a winged healer to encourage their wing buds to break skin and grow into wings.”

      She made a face. “That sounds painful. So which am I?”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “You got all my winged folk blood, Talyn dearest. Warrior magic, if I’m not mistaken, and wing buds buried just under your skin.” He reached over to touch her back lightly.

      “Whoa.” Talyn shifted slightly, rolling her shoulders. Wing buds? She huffed a breath. “Mama doesn’t know that either, does she?”

      He shook his head, giving a little chuckle. “No. I doubt the Dumnorix would be amused if one of their line suddenly sprouted wings.”

      One of them already has. She kept that thought to herself, instead meeting her father’s gaze, saying softly, “I wish you’d tell me more.”

      “It is a part of my past that I do not wish to remember,” he said, dropping down from the fence. “I’m sorry, but it’s best that way.”

      Talyn watched him go. She’d just learned more about her father—and herself—in the last few minutes then she ever had in the twenty-six years of her life. She was winged folk! It was utterly incomprehensible to wrap her mind around. She was like Tiercelin, or Cuinn or… and wing buds that could actually grow into wings. She wasn’t sure how to feel about that.

      “You’ve got wings!” Sari echoed gleefully.

      “That whole conversation… and your main takeaway is that I have wings?” Talyn asked dryly, attempting to re-direct her partner’s attention to a less uncomfortable topic.

      “Well, it was all very interesting of course, but your da’s right. If the old Shadowhawk died before he left Mithranar, then he can’t have anything to do with the new one.”

      “That’s not true. At the very least, the current Shadowhawk must know about the old one, must be trying to follow in his footsteps. Otherwise why would he have taken the name?”

      “Fair point. But I still don’t understand why it matters. You refused Shia’s request. The Shadowhawk has nothing to do with a Kingshield guard responsible for protecting Lady Allira.”

      The knowing tone in Sari’s mental voice sparked Talyn’s temper. “You’re right. Let’s forget about it.”

      The Shadowhawk no longer had anything to do with Talyn. She needed to just forget about the whole thing. The only problem was, she wasn’t sure how to do that, not when curiosity kept flickering through her every time she thought about Shia’s request, or of the responsibility she felt towards Cuinn.

      Talyn hopped off the fence with a huff. She was Kingshield. Her job was protecting Allira now. Not gallivanting off to dangerous places to do dangerous work for the Callanan, or protecting a prince utterly unworthy of the name.

      

      She woke the next morning gasping and soaked with sweat, the sheets tangled around her limbs. Vestiges of a nightmare remained fresh in her mind—Sari’s death, only replayed before her in slow motion, the cleverest way her mind had found to torture her.

      The nightmares had been far more frequent in the first few months after her partner’s death, but Talyn suspected she’d never entirely be free of them.

      “I’m sorry. I wish I could stop the pain.” Sari’s voice was whisper-soft.

      Talyn forced herself out of bed, threw open the curtains and drank in the sight of the fields and the rising sun, allowing the simple familiarity of it to calm her racing heartbeat. “I’m still holding back.”

      “I know.”

      Her eyes slid shut. So many things had felt impossible after Sari’s death; coming home. Opening up to her friends. Fighting again. Talyn firmed her shoulders. She’d gotten through all of those things and survived. She could take the final step too. And if she did… some instinct told her that maybe it would bring the clarity she was searching for. “I have to go and see them. Roan and Tarquin.”

      “I’d really like it if you did.”

      “Okay.” Taking a deep, steadying breath, she spun away from the window and reached for her bag.

      

      Her mother was again in the front garden, watering the roses. She looked up at Talyn’s approach, shielding her eyes against the glare of the sun. “You’re leaving,” she said simply.

      “It’s time,” Talyn said, trying to keep the ragged edge out of her voice. “I think… if I really want to put what happened to Sari behind me, then there’s something I need to do.”

      Alyna drew her into a warm hug. “I’m glad that you’re trying to live again.” When she pulled back, she searched Talyn’s face, understanding in her violet gaze. “That’s why you went back to Ryathl, isn’t it? You needed to be close to other Dumnorix blood.”

      Talyn gave a sharp nod. “I couldn’t think of anything else to do. They didn’t know, so please don’t…”

      “I wouldn’t breathe a word and you know it,” Alyna said gently. “And anyway, you’re far more likely to see them before I do.”

      “I love you.”

      Trys was equally sad when Talyn told him she was leaving. “I love you, baby girl.” He wrapped a warm arm around her. “Be careful.”

      “I love you too, Da.” She’d thought about telling him what the Callanan wanted her to do. She’d come close the night before when it seemed like it might be the only way to force him to tell her what he knew. But the pain she’d seen in his eyes… she knew that pain all too well.

      She hadn’t had the heart to push him. Or unnecessarily worry him.

      She wasn’t going back.

      “Really?”

      “Shut up, Sari.”

      “Oh come on, Talyn, the First Blade’s offer intrigues you and you know it.”

      “I’m not going back to the Callanan.” She shoved at Sari so fiercely that the voice disappeared from her head.

      “Be safe, Talyn.” Trys smiled down at her, still holding her close. “And always know how proud I am of you. No matter what you do next, or where you go, you are everything I could have ever hoped for in a daughter.”

      Her eyes brimmed with tears and she rested her head against his chest for a long moment. “I hope you know I feel the same way about you, Da.”

      His hold on her tightened. “I do.”

      

      From Lyall Talyn rode east, arriving on the outskirts of the harbour city of Port Lathilly four days later. She’d ridden fast, not stopping beyond what was strictly necessary to catch a few full-turns’ sleep and let FireFlare graze and drink.

      Her first sight of the city was like a fist to the stomach—neat streets surrounding a thriving harbour near the foothills of the Ayrlemyre Mountains. She hadn’t been back since Sari’s death, since the years they’d been based in the city as an active Callanan pair.

      For a long moment she gazed down at it, her breathing turning ragged. Almost two years. And absolutely nothing had changed. It was exactly how she remembered it.

      FireFlare shifted suddenly, sensing her rider’s distress. Talyn moved instinctively to keep her seat, the movement enough to break her free of the rising panic.

      She was going to be fine.

      Setting her shoulders determinedly, she urged FireFlare back onto the road winding down into the port.

      Every corner, every shop and inn and home was painfully familiar as she rode through a winding series of cobblestoned streets towards her destination. Despite the passage of time, FireFlare knew exactly where they were going, tugging eagerly at the bit to urge Talyn to let her go faster.

      Dusk was beginning to shadow the sky when she brought her mare to a halt by a gate set into a high wall. When Talyn didn’t immediately dismount to go through, FireFlare tossed her head impatiently. They’d done this so many times before she didn’t understand why Talyn was stopping.

      Her hands curled around the reins so hard the leather cut into her skin, but her mind was far away, paying no heed to either the pain or FireFlare’s increasing impatience.

      The last time she’d been in this house Sari had been alive. Talyn had dropped by to discuss what to take for their trip into the mountains. An assignment to locate a brigand supply camp that turned into a disaster from which Sari never returned.

      Enough.

      Talyn dragged herself free of the past and summoned enough resolve to force her reluctant body down from the saddle and reach up to unlatch the gate. It still stuck, requiring a very specific wiggle to get it free. The familiarity of it brought tears rushing to her eyes and she bit her lip hard.

      She didn’t want to do this. Didn’t want to walk back into the memories of what she’d lost. She just wanted Sari back.

      Warm breath puffed on her neck, then FireFlare gave her a nudge. The mare had worked out that her rider was distressed, and was making sure Talyn knew she wasn’t alone. With a little smile, she reached up to rub FireFlare’s silky nose, allowing the mare’s presence to steady her.

      When she moved to push open the gate, she glanced behind her instinctively, without even thinking, checking to see that someone was at her shoulder before entering a stressful situation. But it wasn’t Sari she looked for.

      It was Theac. Her second.

      The breath rushed out of her and she thought she might start crying. Imagining her second’s grizzled scowl gave her the strength she needed to push through and lead the mare inside.

      As the gate clicked shut behind them, FireFlare ambled over to graze on the wide patch of green lawn in the pretty back garden. Talyn’s feet took her along the cobblestones she’d walked a thousand times before—seven steps to the patio, one step up, then three more to the back door that was always left open because Roan loved the scent of salty sea air wafting through the house.

      “And given he’s home far more than I am, he gets the deciding vote in all that stuff.” Sari’s voice echoed through her head, almost as clear as if they were standing side by side.

      The sounds of clattering came from the kitchen, no doubt Roan making the evening meal. He’d always loved to cook, loved being the parent that stayed at home to raise his and Sari’s child. Not once had he complained that Sari was away more often than she was home. He’d accepted that being Callanan was what made his wife who she was, as much as their beautiful little family did.

      Talyn wasn’t exactly sure what she felt as she stepped up to the kitchen entranceway. Her heart was thudding in her chest and sinking into her stomach at the same time, while a sticky sweat had broken out over her hands and forehead.

      Roan hummed to himself as he chopped up some ingredient, his back to her, facing the large window which looked out over the harbour.

      She swallowed.

      “Roan?”

      He spun at the sound of her voice, an expression of utter astonishment spreading over his face. They stared at each other for a long moment. He looked older, and his jaw showed several days’ worth of stubble, but otherwise he still had the handsome, friendly face she remembered.

      “Tal?” He cleared his throat, slowly put down the knife he’d been using to chop. “Is it really you?”

      “It’s me.” She swallowed back tears.

      He crossed the kitchen and she met him in two strides and they threw their arms around each other. For several moments they simply stood there in his kitchen, rocking slowly back and forth.

      “You’re okay,” he said eventually, stepping back, eyes roving over her face as if to assure himself she truly was standing there in front of him. “I wasn’t sure. After…”

      “You were worried about me?” She huffed out an astonished breath.

      “Of course I was.” He swallowed. “You and Sari… well, I just know how it would have been for her if you’d died. Are you truly okay?”

      She’d lied in answering that question for so long, no matter who asked it, but in front of this man, her friend and Sari’s husband, she couldn’t. “No, not really.” She was horrified when her voice cracked, but there was no judgement in Roan’s eyes.

      “I’m not surprised, though I wish I’d been wrong.”

      “What about you? And Tarquin?” She changed the subject before she dissolved into tears in front of him.

      A warm smile flashed over his face at the mention of his son. “Six years old now and with all his mother’s reckless nature. He’s the absolute best, but exhausting at times. And me, I’m okay. I miss Sari every day, but it helps that I have our son.”

      “I’m glad.” She didn’t know what else to say.

      He turned back and picked up the knife, offering it to her. “Help me with dinner? The onions need dicing.”

      She nodded, a little smile flickering over her face. Her job had always been chopping the vegetables when she joined the family for dinner. The one time she’d tried to cook a meal by herself, even the adventurous toddler Tarquin had refused to eat it after taking a single bite.

      

      They prepared dinner in comfortable silence before Tarquin came home from his day of lessons with other children in the neighbourhood. He’d changed so much it made her heart hurt. He had his father’s mop of dark hair, but his mother’s bright hazel eyes and energetic nature. Even though he’d barely been four when Talyn had left the last time, he still remembered her, letting out a shriek of excitement and running over to throw himself at her.

      The boy was more than double the size he had been, his weight sending her staggering backwards a few paces before she wrapped her arms around him, glancing up in surprise at Roan.

      “You were a part of his family as much as Sari and I,” he murmured. “He’s missed you.”

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. And it was to all of them she spoke.

      Tarquin chatted her ear off over dinner, and she told him some stories about the ‘flying people’ in Mithranar which kept him fascinated. Eventually Roan shooed him off to bed, and he and Talyn went to sit outside in the garden.

      There was a massive aching space where Sari should have been, but Talyn did her best to ignore it for Roan’s sake. She suspected he was doing the same.

      “I’m guessing you won’t be staying long?” he asked quietly.

      She shook her head. “I can’t.”

      “I heard you joined the Kingshield after leaving Port Lathilly?” He gave a soft laugh. “I scarcely believed it. I remember how much you both loved being Callanan.”

      “I couldn’t do it without her. I can’t even face it without her.” Talyn forced the words out. “But I couldn’t let go of being a warrior either.”

      “I half-thought you might join your family.” A teasing smile spread over his face. “That I’d start hearing about Princess Talyn taking her place in running the Twin Thrones.”

      Talyn chuckled. “The best thing my mother ever did was raise me away from court. It allowed me to escape that life and do what I love.”

      “Sari worried about that sometimes, you know?” he said, a pensive look taking over his face. “That you’d leave the Callanan life to join court. She worried it was inevitable, because all you Dumnorix are so driven.”

      She stared at him. “I had no idea.”

      “She didn’t want to burden you with it.”

      “I would never have left,” she whispered, unable to stop the tears welling. “Never. I loved it more than anything else in the world.”

      Roan smiled sadly. “So you’re going back to the Kingshield now your Mithranan posting is finished?”

      She huffed a bitter laugh. “That’s what everyone is expecting, but... Roan, I’ve been completely lost and trying to hide it for two years, from myself as much as anyone else. I want to do better. I want to find who I am without her and I want to live again. I’m just not sure how.”

      Silence fell between them for a moment, and Talyn allowed herself to relax into the warm night and familiar surrounds.

      After a while, Roan cleared his throat. “Let me ask you something, Tal.”

      She turned, lifting her eyebrows.

      “At any point since Sari died, even if it was just the briefest of moments, have you felt happy? Or not even happy, just content with where you were or what you were doing in that moment?”

      It was on the tip of her tongue to say no, to tell him there hadn’t been a single moment when Sari’s loss hadn’t weighed her down like a heavy boulder on her shoulders. But then she remembered.

      Roan saw the answer in her face and reached out to squeeze her arm. “Why don’t you start there? I’m the first to tell you that healing is a long and arduous process, but you haven’t been healing, you’ve been running. She wouldn’t want that.”

      “I know. That’s why I came.”

      He gave her a sad smile and settled back in his chair. “I miss the life we had. I miss it so badly.”

      “Me too.” And this time she let the tears fall.

      

      She didn’t sleep a wink that night, but it wasn’t because of nightmares. Instead she thought about Roan’s question. What the answer had been, even though she hadn’t spoken it aloud. She thought it might be the clarity she’d been hoping for.

      In the quiet time of pre-dawn she lit a lamp by her bed, curled up comfortably against her pillows, and starting writing letters.

      When light filtered through the curtains in the morning and the sounds of Roan and Tarquin rising sounded from outside her door, she kicked off the covers and got up. Lifting her duffel to the bed, she rifled through right to the bottom and pulled out the package wrapped in velvet cloth.

      She gently unwrapped the cloth to reveal the matching daggers beneath. Sheathed in simple leather, the hilts were intricately carved, with tiny emeralds embedded to form a hand grip, and deadly-sharp blades the length of her forearm.

      Sari’s daggers.

      She drew one from its sheath, angling it so the light caught the green hue of the blade—made from aethlyx, a rare substance stronger and sharper than steel. A gift Talyn had given her partner on their graduation day. It had cost her every piece of coin she’d had at the time and more, not to mention a massive favour from Ariar, but had been worth it for the look on Sari’s face.

      Slowly, Talyn unhooked the sheaths holding her sais from her weapons’ belt. Then she picked up the daggers and attached them where the sais had been—crossed at the small of her back.

      The weight was unfamiliar, heavier, her balance slightly off, but she’d adjust.

      She wrapped the sais in the velvet cloth, then zipped up her bag and left the room.

      Tarquin’s face fell at the sight of her. “You’re leaving already?”

      “Not quite yet.” She smiled at him. “Is it okay if I stay a few days?”

      He considered this for a moment, then ran forward and wrapped his arms around her waist. She hugged him tightly.

      “Okay lad, off to school.” Roan appeared, passing his son a paper bag. “Your lunch is inside—please don’t eat it all as soon as you walk out the door.”

      “I won’t.” Tarquin grinned, offered a wave to Talyn, then ran out the open door.

      Roan sighed. “You know you can stay longer. We both miss you.”

      “And I miss you.” Talyn passed Roan her velvet-wrapped sais. “These are for Tarquin. If he wants them one day.”

      Roan’s face turned grave as he opened the cloth to see what she was giving him.

      “He may never want to be Callanan like his mother, and if that’s so, I’ll be glad,” Talyn said softly. “And either way you are his father and I leave the decision to you. But if he ever wants them… they’re his.”

      “If he ever does…” Roan looked up, eyes glistening. “He’ll be honoured to have them.”

      She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him, hugging tightly. “It’s really good to see you both.”

      “Where are you off to?” he asked as they separated.

      “To start organising what I’m going to do next.” She paused at the doorway. “Thanks for talking last night, it helped.”

      “I’m glad.” His smile was sad. Sari’s presence remained an aching gap in the room. But that ache was becoming more bearable, becoming part of Talyn, like a healing scar rather than a yawning gap she didn’t know how to even begin crossing.

      “Tell him to be happy,” Sari said, appearing in her head for the first time since Talyn had arrived at her old home.

      Talyn hesitated. “She’d want you to be happy too, Roan. I know that with as much certainty as I know the sun will rise tomorrow.”

      He nodded. Smiled without the sadness this time.

      Lingering grief dropped away and purpose filled Talyn as she strode across the lawn towards her grazing mare. When Roan had asked his question the night before, more than one thing had been instantly clear. She did not want to be a Kingshield guard for Allira. Or for anyone else. The Kingshield had given her stability, a safe place to land. But it wasn’t enough. It never would be.

      And she couldn’t go backwards either. Not back to the Callanan without Sari—she simply didn’t want to. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t help the Callanan, couldn’t turn helping them into something she truly did want to do. More than anything else, when she was honest with herself.

      The restlessness was gone. Now what she felt was the growing buzz of anticipation. Excitement. The thrill of impending danger.

      She had a plan.
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      Talyn rode from Roan’s house through the winding streets of Port Lathilly to where the Callanan headquarters perched on the southern corner of the harbour. Sari’s daggers nestled at her back. It was a clear day, and gulls soared overhead, their cries along with the creak and groan of ships at harbour bringing sharp memories of Dock City to mind.

      “Talyn!” The Callanan manning the front door looked astonished to see her. “What are you doing here?”

      “Hello, Kila.” They clasped arms warmly. Sari and Talyn had fought with Kila on multiple assignments over the years they’d been Callanan and had always gotten along famously—too well, they’d often joked when waking with aching heads from a long night drinking together. “I was hoping Master Feinn had arrived from Ryathl?”

      “He got here last week, although you’ve only just caught him. He’s scheduled to ride up into the mountains tomorrow,” she said. Eagerness filled her voice. “Are you coming back to us?”

      “Not quite,” Talyn said apologetically. “It’s so good to see you, though. Are you stationed here permanently?”

      “Not for much longer.” Kila grinned. “I’m following in your footsteps. I leave next month to enlist with the Kingshield.”

      “You’re kidding?” Talyn chuckled. “Bastards are lucky to have you.”

      “Damn straight.” Kila waved an arm. “Just head straight up the stairs and take a left. Master Feinn is using the third room on the right.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You’d better have time for a drink before you head to wherever you’re going next!” Kila called after her.

      “I’ll make sure of it,” she yelled back.

      

      Ranar’s ruddy face was full of surprise when he opened his door to Talyn’s knock. His flyaway hair indicated he’d been running his hands through it repeatedly. “Come on in. What brings you here?”

      Talyn stepped inside, gaze taking in the tiny room, cluttered desk, and window that looked out over the harbour. A typical Callanan workspace; small and messy but functional. “Let me be clear, Master Feinn, I’m not returning to the Callanan.”

      “Understood.” He closed the door. “And you and Sari stopped calling me Master Feinn the day you graduated. Why don’t you sit down and tell me why you’re here?”

      She took the seat before the desk and he dragged his chair around so that he sat next to her, rather than leaving the desk between them. “I came to Port Lathilly to visit Roan. But I’ve also been thinking about the First Blade’s request. I’m going to resign from the Kingshield, and do as you both asked me to, go back to Mithranar.”

      Ranar nodded slowly. “But not as a Callanan?”

      “I’ll enlist with the WingGuard and re-join the unit I helped build, like you suggested.” Talyn took a breath, a tremor of excitement curling through her at the idea of going back to the Wolves. “And I’ll find out what I can about Vengeance and the Shadowhawk’s connection to them.”

      Ranar sat back in his chair, hands clasped loosely in his lap. “You’re proposing to carry out a Callanan investigation without being subject to our—or anyone’s—authority.”

      “I’m proposing to help the Callanan, as a favour, because you tell me it’s important to the safety of our kingdom,” Talyn corrected. “I’ll be subject to the WingGuard commander’s authority.”

      He frowned thoughtfully. “Do you foresee any issues with being accepted into the WingGuard?”

      “No. The Falcon asked me to stay on longer, and I can only assume he’ll welcome my decision to come back.” Well, the queen would. Ravinire had been dubious about her value. But he was the queen’s man and he would do what she told him.

      “I’ll be blunt,” Ranar said. “The First Blade isn’t going to be comfortable with your work not being under her control or purview.”

      Talyn shrugged and sat back in the chair. “If she wants my help in Mithranar, then this is the only way I’m willing to give it. I won’t come back to the Callanan, Ranar, but I’m willing to go back to Mithranar if it helps the Twin Thrones.”

      “You’re walking a fine line, Tal. You’re not Callanan anymore, but this is the First Blade you’re manipulating.”

      “I’m not manipulating anyone. I’m offering to do as she asked.”

      “You’re making it sound like you wouldn’t be going back to Mithranar if the Callanan hadn’t asked you to.”

      “Am I?”

      “Yes, you are, because you know this is the only way your uncle won’t throw a fit at one of the Dumnorix joining a foreign army. If he thinks you’re on a secret mission for the Callanan, he’ll accept it.”

      “Sari, I’m not being as devious as you suppose. I would do anything to protect the Twin Thrones, and while being Callanan is lost to me, I can do this to help.”

      Sari didn’t respond and Talyn’s attention focused on Ranar as he seemed to come to a decision.

      “I will accept your terms on the First Blade’s behalf,” he said, breaking into a smile. “And note your deviousness in making me break the news to her, rather than you. I hope that demonstrates for you how important we both consider this.”

      It did. “We’ll need a way to communicate—a discreet way I can let you know what I learn, and for you to tell me what you need.”

      “We’re already working on something.” Ranar’s smile widened, not a trace of guilt in it. “In the hopes you’d change your mind. My main concern is that one of the WingGuard or the royal family learns of your Dumnorix blood. King Aethain can’t afford to have the queen thinking he’s spying on them—he’s made this very clear to the First Blade.”

      Talyn nodded. “I raised the same concern when First Shield Ceannar first assigned me there, but it wasn’t a problem as far as I could tell. My name isn’t recognisable and I’ve never been part of court.” If the First Blade knew the Shadowhawk had guessed her identity, there was no way her uncle would approve her going back to Mithranar, so she didn’t mention that.

      “It’s a genuine risk,” Sari pointed out.

      “I agree. But when hasn’t danger been part of what we do? And I think it’s a manageable risk. He didn’t reveal my secret in the eight months I was there.”

      “And you’ve done plenty of undercover work successfully before.” Ranar agreed. “Once you’re settled back in Mithranar, we’ll reach out.”

      “Good.” Talyn rose to her feet and tugged a sealed letter from her tunic. “I also need a favour. Can you organise for this to be sent to the First Shield as a priority?”

      Ranar’s eyebrows lifted. “You want me to resign from the Kingshield on your behalf as well?”

      Talyn produced a second letter. “And this one to my uncle.”

      “Oh I see, you’re actually trying to get me disgraced and kicked out of the Callanan,” he said plaintively. “You drive a hard bargain, Talyn Dynan.”

      She smiled. “I’ve missed you, Master Feinn.”

      “I haven’t missed you at all.” He sighed. “Are you staying up at Roan’s? I’ll have one of our people here arrange ship passage and send you the details.”

      “I’ll arrange my own passage,” Talyn said. “It’s better if my travel has no obvious links to the Callanan.”

      Ranar nodded slowly, turning serious. “Nobody can know of this. You understand that, yes? Only you, myself and the First Blade. I hope our suspicions are unfounded, but if they’re not, your work there needs to be kept extremely quiet.” He hesitated. “I’m sure you’ve worked out that the First Blade and I haven’t even told you everything.”

      So many secrets now. Prince Cuinn’s true identity. The Shadowhawk’s potential links to a well-resourced Montagni gang trafficking in izerdia and weapons. Secretly working for the Callanan in Mithranar. Her life in danger if any of it got out. A thrill whispered through her.

      “Just like old times, Tal.”

      “Not like old times. But a way forward nonetheless.”

      “Nobody will know.” A cool smile. “You remember how good I was at this.”

      “I do.” Ranar met her gaze without hesitation. “Welcome back, Talyn Dynan.”

      “I’m not back,” Talyn said, and she left.

      

      A trip to the harbourmaster’s office identified a cargo ship leaving on the evening tide for Feather Bay, but they were booked full. The next ship to Mithranar with space to carry her wasn’t leaving for another three days, having not even arrived from Ryathl yet. Talyn ensured another letter—this one for Ravinire—was included with the mail travelling on the cargo ship leaving that night, then purchased a ticket for the one leaving in three days.

      The next stop was the Aimsir stables in the city. Leaving FireFlare behind was difficult. The mare seemed to know Talyn was going away again, and kept butting her head into Talyn’s chest as she fed the mare sugar cubes. Her little whinny of distress broke Talyn’s heart in two.

      “I’ll be back,” she promised in a soft murmur. “I don’t know how long it will be, but I’ll be back, I promise.”

      FireFlare tossed her head in annoyance, forcing a chuckle from her. She would miss the mare, and being in the saddle. Miss it badly.

      But she would come home again. After all, she’d promised Tarquin and Roan another visit. And Tarcos was here, and her friends. She would be back.

      “We’ll take good care of her, don’t worry.”

      She glanced over to see Ronan leaning casually against a nearby stall door. An old friend from her Aimsir days, he wore the usual Aimsir leathers in shades of brown, a hat slouched slightly to the left and crushing the messy curls underneath.

      “I know you will.” She sighed. But it wouldn’t be the same.

      “And I’ll get her safely west to your parents’ farm when we ride for the mountains next week,” he promised.

      Turning back to the mare, Talyn gave her a final pat before pushing away and walking out, Ronan following in her footsteps.

      “You could come back to us, you know?” he said casually. When not riding muster to hunt for the winter, Ronan was one of the combat Aimsir who rode under Ariar’s command, mostly in the mountains against the brigands. His unit was in Port Lathilly on a break before returning to duty. “We’d love having you back, and we could always use a rider of your skill.”

      She smiled. “Maybe I will one day.”

      He tipped his hat with a little grin. “Good enough for me. I’ll see you around.”

      

      From the Aimsir barracks she went back to Callanan headquarters and borrowed a spare desk and some more parchment and ink.

      There were three more letters she had to write. One to Leviana and Cynia, then one for Tarcos and the last to her parents.

      Neither Tarcos nor her father was going to like what she had to say.

      “It doesn’t give you pause, how worried your father was about the danger you were in there?”

      “No,” she said. Danger had never given her pause. And if she were honest, she was frustrated and annoyed by how little her father had been willing to tell her. If he’d truly been that worried, he should have said why.

      “Chicken,” Sari whispered in her head.

      “I am not,” she insisted. “It’s not like I have time to ride west and tell Da in person or go even further to Ryathl to see Tarcos.”

      “Actually you do. Shia didn’t say the world was ending imminently—you just don’t want to see either of their faces when you tell them you’re leaving them.”

      “I’m not leaving Tarcos. I’m just going away for a while.”

      “Oh yes? And how long for? You haven’t been very clear on that.”

      “You know what? I do not miss this. Leave me alone to write.”

      Sari laughed, leaving her with a series of chicken squawks resounding through her head.

      Once she’d finished and posted her letters, she tracked down Kila. Her old friend had already rounded up several other Callanan they both knew and as a group they headed to one of the harbourside inns.

      Once they settled at a table, foaming drinks before them, Talyn deliberately pushed away her memories and her grief and allowed herself to enjoy the company of her old Callanan comrades for the first time since Sari’s death.

      “Here’s to old times!” Kila lifted her glass.

      Grinning, Talyn lifted her own and clinked it loudly before swallowing a long draft.

      A little trickle of excitement wormed its way through her. She welcomed it with open arms.

      She was going back to Mithranar.

      And her Wolves.
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      The Shadowhawk sweated as he leaned against the wall of a closed shop, mask off, cloak shrouding his form and helping the glamour that made him look like an unremarkable human. Dusk settled over Dock City in a warm orange glow.

      He’d made enough of a fuss about the Wolves on night guard duty staying outside his tower that he was fairly confident nobody would actually go into his rooms to check he was still there after Andres’s detail started their shift.

      What he was going to do once his mother and Ravinire insisted on a guard during the day and night he had absolutely no idea. At least now he could slip away before the night shift started, as long as he made it look like he was already inside when they arrived.

      But he’d figure it out. There was no other option.

      A short distance away, a loud screech sounded as two Patrolmen lifted the grate to the tunnel entrance in preparation for the izerdia workers returning after a day’s work. Within moments, three Falcons landed nearby, ready to pick up the precious tree sap. Aside from a few scowls, the Falcons and Patrolmen didn’t interact at all, both behaving as if the other didn’t exist.

      It was never any different, but tonight he ignored his usual despair at the thought. His spirits were cheered by the sight of two long tables near the tunnel entrance. Boxes of food were lined up neatly on the tables’ surface, two shop owners from the Market Quarter keeping an eye on them. As the Shadowhawk watched, two others arrived separately to deposit more boxes on the table.

      The Shadowhawk waited long enough to see the izerdia workers emerge from the tunnel, hand their izerdia pots to the Falcons, then cross to the tables and fall hungrily on the food.

      Then he pushed away from the wall and disappeared into the crowded streets.

      

      Night had fallen completely before he arrived at his apartment in the Poor Quarter, having taken a long and convoluted route to ensure he wasn’t followed. The usual sounds of the apartment block—a child crying, the couple on the top level arguing—assured him all was well as he climbed the stairs to his third level apartment.

      Once inside, he did a quick check of the weapons he stored there, making sure everything was in its place, then pulled his mask from a drawer in the rickety table and slid it over his face. Finally, he gently tugged a piece of the cracked wooden flooring up, and pulled out a small bag of coins.

      His mother kept a tight hold on the money she provided her sons, but Cuinn kept every coin she gave him for his work as Shadowhawk. One convenient thing about being a prince was that his friends generally wanted to buy drinks and food for him, or café owners were too awed to demand payment. It meant he didn’t have many expenses.

      It also meant a rush of guilt each time a café owner insisted on giving him food and drink for free, but he was accustomed to guilt. It lived with him every moment of every day.

      He wasn’t waiting long before a familiar light step sounded on the stairs and then Navis’s coded knock sounded. The Shadowhawk stayed hidden behind the door as he opened it so that nobody passing on the landing outside would see his mask, and closed it the moment Navis was inside.

      “I left a message for you weeks ago, Navis,” he said pointedly. He hadn’t seen the information broker since before Talyn Dynan had left Mithranar. After tasking Navis to find out who had been behind the attack on Talyn the day before the alleya game, they’d met only once since, weeks later, when the broker had come to him admitting failure.

      Wary of the risks of continuing to engage with Navis given how much the man knew about him—and how high a price he could command if he decided to sell what he knew of the Shadowhawk to the Falcons—Cuinn hadn’t sought him out again until recently.

      “I had a little dispute with one of the nastier crews operating out of the docks.”

      Cuinn simply waited, expecting more of an explanation than that.

      Navis half-rolled his eyes. “The ones running illegal liquor between Dock City and Acleu? I had to lay low for a little while afterwards.” Navis shrugged. “Nature of the business.”

      “Indeed.” Cuinn was surprised Navis had stayed alive as long as he had. From what he’d carefully researched about the broker, he wasn’t picky about who he worked with as long as they paid good coin. And he knew the gang Navis was referring to. They were violent and cutthroat and the Shadowhawk had always steered well clear of them. Most were Montagni immigrants, having previously come from the rough streets of Acleu, Montagn’s largest eastern port.

      Navis glanced around. “I’ve kept my ear out for whispers of any attempts by the Falcons to stage another ambush to catch you, but haven’t heard anything. I assume you asked to meet because you want something specific?”

      Cuinn nodded. “There’s a new gang operating in Dock City. They like to wear copper masks. I’ve linked them to several murders, but also the assassination attempt on Prince Cuinn. What do you know about them?”

      “I’ve heard whispers.” Navis’s gaze narrowed slightly. “But I tend to steer clear of the more dangerous groups unless they contract my services. And from those whispers… dangerous is an understatement.”

      “They’ve never approached you?”

      “No.”

      Cuinn tugged the leather bag from inside his shirt, dug out two gold coins and tossed them at Navis. “From what I heard, the foreigner and her Wolves decimated the assassination team on Sparrow Island. But a month ago three men wearing those masks came after one of the Wolves on the street. I want you to find out what’s left of the gang, what they’re after, and where they’re based.”

      Navis hesitated, glancing at the coin. “What do you care about an assassination attempt or the Wolves?”

      He ignored the question. “That’s two coins straight up because of the danger involved. You bring me the information I want, you’ll get more,” he promised.

      At that, Navis was sold. He tucked the coins in his pocket. “Anything else?”

      “That’s all for now.”

      “I’ll make contact when and if I find anything.”

      He was gone as quietly as he’d come. Navis was good at what he did, and inability to find out who’d attacked Talyn aside, he’d never failed the Shadowhawk before.

      Now all he had to do was wait.

      And figure out how to get back inside his tower without the Wolves seeing him.
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      Once Talyn was alone on the ship, her friends, family and FireFlare growing further and further away, doubts began to plague her. This could be the most foolish decision she’d ever made.

      She was Aimsir, Callanan, Kingshield—what was she thinking to formally enlist in Mithranar’s army? She reassured herself that the Callanan needed her help. She was doing her duty to the Twin Thrones. And she’d loved working with the Wolves. It would be wonderful to see them again.

      But the underlying reason, the answer that had come first to her mind when Roan had asked his question… the reason that had led to her snap decision to resign from the Kingshield and agree to the First Blade’s request… the more time that passed, the more insane it began to seem.

      Talyn had always been reckless, but this level of reckless might be going too far, even for her.

      She distracted herself from these thoughts by spending the journey exercising—running laps of the deck, climbing the rigging, and practising the most complicated sabai moves she knew over and over until her body began adjusting to the weight and positioning of the daggers at her back. She worked until she was dripping with sweat, and then she worked some more, until her body was so weary it would guarantee a decent night’s sleep.

      And then late one afternoon in early Tenmonth—a week shy of two months since leaving Mithranar with no intention of ever coming back—her ship entered Feather Bay.

      All at once the doubts came flooding back. Her decision in Port Lathilly had seemed right, the way forward clear. But now, staring at the place she’d spent eight months, she wondered whether she’d been horribly wrong.

      Mithranar looked just as it had the first time she’d arrived, glittering and beautiful. The wall was as imposing as she remembered, reaching up into the lower levels of the amazing hill city above the harbour. Unlike the first time, though, Talyn gazed upon the citadel with full awareness of its flaws.

      The harbour was busy, and it wasn’t until evening that her ship was able to make berth. She walked down the gangplank with her entire life packed into a single duffel bag, wearing a loose shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Away from a sea breeze, the mugginess of Dock City settled over her and she was instantly too hot, sweat trickling down her back and forehead.

      Ugh. She hadn’t missed this.

      But then she took a deep breath, and the scent of flowers and a hint of kahvi spices filled her senses. A snatch of music drifted from the open doors of a nearby café.

      She smiled.

      It was late to go up to the citadel, and she was in no rush, so she headed to one of the Dock City inns instead. Off the ship, more immediate doubts nagged at her. What if Ravinire hadn’t gotten the message she’d sent before leaving Port Lathilly—what if the ship carrying it had been delayed or ran into trouble on the way? And even if he had received it, would he even respond as she’d asked? She might be forced to go over his head and straight to the queen. Not an easy prospect, but maybe a necessary one.

      “Talyn, you’re making my teeth grind. Quit worrying so much.”

      “You don’t have any teeth to grind,” she grumped.

      “One step at a time, remember?”

      Right. First step was going to the inn she’d told Ravinire she’d be staying at.

      She passed the tunnel entrance as late afternoon turned to dusk, and paused at the sight of the izerdia workers emerging from the tunnel under the wall to street level. They looked as exhausted as she remembered, some of them clearly hurt, the Patrolmen and Falcons waiting to collect the day’s extraction utterly uncaring of it.

      Remembered anger flickered inside her chest, and the doubts came rushing back. Maybe it really hadn’t been a good idea to come back here.

      But then she noticed the workers gathering around a table sitting on the edge of the street nearby, where small boxes of food stood waiting. Each worker picked up a box and began eating ravenously, right there in the middle of the street. None of the other citizens passing by touched the boxes of food.

      That was new. A little smile crossed her face, and she hefted her bag and kept going.

      By the time she’d taken her bag up to her room, she was ravenous herself, and headed straight back down to eat dinner in the main hall of the inn. It was growing crowded as people finished working for the day, and Talyn sat towards the rear of the room, her ingrained training finding a spot that provided a view of the whole space while keeping the wall at her back.

      It wasn’t long after that that Ravinire appeared in the doorway. He seemed uncomfortable, wings tightly furled at his back, shoulders rigid. The Falcon received multiple odd looks—some angry, some furtive, others just weary—from the human clientele as his gaze searched the room, then he began winding through the crowd once he spotted her.

      “Sir.” Talyn stood as he reached her table. “Thank you for coming. I wasn’t sure you would.”

      Ravinire frowned. “I was extremely surprised to receive your message. Your king advised he wasn’t sending a replacement for you.”

      “And he’s not.” Talyn sat opposite him. “But I’m no longer Kingshield. I resigned before coming back here.”

      Ravinire shifted, wings rustling as he tried to adjust in the cramped space, his deepening frown the only sign of his shock at this news. “Why are you here?”

      “I’d like to enlist with the WingGuard. Specifically, with the Wolves.”

      Ravinire’s face was unreadable as he considered her words. “You made it very clear to the queen that you had no interest in staying here.”

      “I didn’t at the time.” She shrugged. “But I found I missed being here more than I thought I would.”

      He was silent. After a few long moments, he sat forward and ran his hand through his short-cropped dark hair. “Dynan, you were almost as big a problem as you were a help. If I put you back in command of the Wolves—”

      “I’m not asking for command.” Talyn stopped him. “Theac is captain and I’m not here to take it back from him. I’m prepared to earn my way, sir.”

      “It’s not just that. I can’t sign up a Calumnian warrior to Mithranar’s army, particularly a human one.” Ravinire shook his head. “It was possible while you were still Kingshield and here in a liaison position at the request of the queen. But a citizen of the Twin Thrones in our army? I can’t.”

      “My father was born here, sir. In Dock City.” She continued before the surprise blossoming over his face could lead him to interrupt, keeping to as much truth as possible. “It’s why the Kingshield sent me in the first place. I can prove it if needed, though I’d hope you’ll take my word for it.” It was a bluff. Given her father’s fear, the last thing she wanted was anyone here knowing or working out who he was. If, as she suspected, Trys’s departure had something to do with the previous Shadowhawk, then she’d be kicked out of Mithranar pretty quick, if not arrested or killed.

      Ravinire let out a long breath. “As soon as Parksin knows you’re here, he’ll give command of the wing back to you.”

      She straightened. “Does that mean you’ll allow me to enlist?”

      He didn’t speak, and the raucous sound of laughter from a nearby table filled the silence between them. Talyn waited patiently. There was nothing to gain by pushing Ravinire. And unless the queen had changed her mind, he really had no choice. If she wanted Talyn here, he would have to allow it.

      The winged man reached out to run his fingers over the grooves in the wooden tabletop. He still looked uncomfortable, his massive wings furled awkwardly behind him so he could fit into the chair. “No matter what you might think, I truly want Prince Cuinn to be protected properly, as does the queen,” he said eventually. “You have the training to do that.”

      “I have more than the right training, sir.” She met his gaze. “I was Callanan before I was Kingshield. The Kingshield trained me how to run a protection detail, but the Callanan taught me to fight and I’m good. I’m really good.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Then how did you end up posted to the other side of the world in a liaison position? That doesn’t speak to me of good, Dynan. It tells me you screwed up in a big way or you made someone higher in the food chain angry. Neither of which I would find particularly surprising after your conduct here.” He hesitated. “Either that, or you were here for another purpose entirely.”

      She shifted, his sharp gaze catching it. Ravinire was no fool. If she lied now, he would know. So she stiffened her shoulders and told him a version of the truth, or at least as much of it as she could manage. “I made a mistake and went into a battle I shouldn’t have gone into without appropriate backup. A comrade died. I blamed myself and so I left to join the Kingshield. I was sent here because my father is Mithranan and they thought that might help me assimilate faster given it was a liaison posting.”

      Did his hard face soften slightly? It was hard to tell. When he spoke next, his voice didn’t give away his thoughts either. “You’ll need to be careful, Dynan. I won’t always be able to protect you.” He stood, wings still furled to prevent them hitting people at nearby tables—human establishments were much more cluttered than those up at the citadel.

      She stood too. “You can expect me to obey orders. I am trained for that, also.”

      A small smile flickered over his mouth. “Fair enough. Come to my office tomorrow and we’ll formally sign your enlistment papers.”

      “One more thing,” she said.

      His face hardened again. “What?”

      “I want Tiercelin back. The choice has to be his—if he wants to stay with his new wing, that’s fine. But he gets the choice to come back.”

      “I—”

      “She wants me back here, she gives me this,” Talyn said flatly.

      He shook his head. “No. And I’m not even going to take that demand to her. You know why? Because my job is her protection, and if she does as you’re asking, one of the most powerful families in Mithranar will be severely unhappy. And she needs their support.” His jaw tightened. “You want to be here, you give me that.”

      Talyn considered that for a moment. He wasn’t going to budge. Maybe she’d be able to find another way with time. “In that case, I’ll see you tomorrow morning, sir.”

      

      She remained downstairs, not wanting to sit alone in her room with only her doubts for company until it was time for what she planned next. At one point later in the evening, a small group of Wolves came in. Talyn recognised the two young men and one woman from the first intake of recruits after the floods. They gathered around one of the tables by the door.

      The whole time Talyn sat there, many of the inn’s patrons dropped past the Wolves’ table one or two at a time to say a few words of greeting or ask a question. They returned the gestures and words warmly before returning to their drinks and conversation.

      Theac was doing well with them. They behaved exactly as she expected soldiers she’d trained to conduct themselves. They were obviously held in high regard by the humans in Dock City, yet they weren’t arrogant about it.

      Just like the Kingshield and Callanan she’d left behind.

      Talyn smiled.

      Once it grew so late that the crowd in the inn began to thin out, Talyn went up to her room to change, before returning downstairs and heading out the back door of the inn.

      Steadily, but with a languid pace—to anyone watching she’d look like she was out for an evening stroll, not headed anywhere in particular—she wound her way out of the Dock Quarter and down through the Market Quarter. At one point she paused at the sight of rough graffiti down a side-street. A jagged lightning bolt that looked as if it had been painted onto the brick.

      The Shadowhawk’s symbol.

      She wondered how long it would last until a City Patrolman in the pay of the Falcons noticed it and had it scrubbed away.

      Eventually she crossed the Rush into the Poor Quarter. On reaching the other side of the bridge, she tugged at the binding holding her hair back and let it fall loose, partially covering her face. Even with the darkness, she couldn’t afford anyone recognising her—her clothing was deliberately ratty and threadbare so that she didn’t stand out. The moment she walked through a thick patch of darkness she drew the hood of the cloak she wore over her head.

      The tone of her surroundings changed as she walked. Lively music and well-lit streets faded to narrow laneways lit only by faint snatches of moonlight that penetrated the high buildings on each side. Neat paving or cobblestones under her feet became dirt. The humid air was thick with the scent of human waste, flea shit and the occasional dead animal in the gutters.

      She walked with one hand resting on her belt—ready to draw a dagger if needed—and a loose, confident stride that dared any cutthroat or pickpocket to come at her. Once she’d walked dangerous areas like this with Sari at her side. Now she was alone.

      But she was still good.

      At one point she slowed her walk and stepped back into the darkness of a closed shop entrance. There she waited, all senses alert to the tell-tale signs of anyone following her. Twice more she did this. Nothing.

      The narrow lane outside the dilapidated apartment block—her target location—was deserted. She lingered on the corner for almost a quarter-turn, ensuring it truly was empty, before heading down the lane with quick strides.

      Drawing the hood further over her face, risking how it restricted her vision, she kept a hand on her belt and went inside, moving quickly up the stairs.

      On a higher floor, two voices were shouting indistinctly. In another a baby cried—it sounded hungry. The sharp scent of urine permeated the air. Talyn promptly began breathing through her mouth.

      “You do realise how insane this is, right?”

      Talyn smothered a smile as Sari’s voice rippled through her mind. Even starting to heal hadn’t taken that away—at least not yet—and she couldn’t deny she was glad of it.

      “I’m aware.”

      “This is the first time I’ve been genuinely concerned that my death may have altered your mind.”

      “You heard what the Callanan asked me to do.”

      “Oh, and that’s the real reason you’re here.” Sari’s voice was rich with disbelief.

      “Of course it is.”

      A long silence, then, “My husband always did give good advice.”

      Talyn huffed a laugh. As always, Sari knew her better than she did herself—or maybe that was because her voice was actually only a part of Talyn, and not a remnant of her partner.

      Not allowing herself to hesitate, Talyn reached the door and rapped softly, not wanting to alert any of the other residents that this one had a visitor. The wait was interminable. She was about to decide nobody was home when a latch clicked and the door opened. Predictably, the occupant was invisible in the shadows beyond the door.

      “Remember me?” she asked the Shadowhawk, pushing back her hood.

      To his credit, he only froze in astonishment for a brief second before waving her in and closing the door behind her. She kept her back to the wall as she looked around. After he’d abandoned the place she first found him in, it had taken her longer to find his new one, but she’d done it well before leaving Mithranar. It was a relief to find he was still using it. “This place isn’t much of an upgrade on your old one.”

      “What can I say? The life of a criminal pays poorly.” He lifted an eyebrow. “You chose a fortuitous time to pay a visit. I’m rarely here.”

      A little inward smile. So she’d been right all those months ago, about him having another bolt hole. She shook her head. “I only docked in Mithranar this afternoon.”

      “And you came straight to see me. I’m honoured,” he said. “Why are you back?”

      She glanced around again, spotted a chair that looked both structurally sound and relatively clean, and sat on it. “Partly, to re-join the Wolves. I spoke to the Falcon earlier this evening and he agreed to allow me to enlist.”

      He stayed by the wall, leaning a shoulder against it, arms crossed over his chest. She saw no visible reaction to her news. “You came to stay?”

      “Try not to sound so thrilled,” she said dryly. “I’ll tear up any moment.”

      “Please excuse my not so mild suspicion. You’re a Twin Thrones warrior, of Dumnorix blood no less, back here for no good reason I can see, and the second thing you do after seeing the Falcon is come and find me. Why?”

      “Not a fool,” Sari noted.

      “Let me ask you a question first.” She shifted in the chair, settled more comfortably. “Give me an honest answer and I’ll promise one in return. Why do you do it?”

      His eyes gleamed in the darkness, the fervour she remembered flashing clear across the room. He didn’t pretend not to understand what she meant. “Because nobody else does. Because how else to help those who live miserable lives when they shouldn’t have to? Because how else to check the arrogant carelessness of the winged folk who run this country?”

      “And there’s no other reason?” she asked softly, searching his face for any trace of deceit.

      “None,” he said firmly, but it wasn’t the full truth. The flicker of his eyes was a tell. But that didn’t mean he was working for a weapons-trading gang. In fact, if she had to guess, she thought it might be something more along the lines of guilt. She was far too familiar with that emotion not to recognise it in someone else.

      “So what does he have to feel so guilty about that he’s risking his life to be a criminal?”

      “A good question, partner.”

      She held her gaze on his. “And you couldn’t find a way to help without breaking the law?”

      “With a better king or queen there would be no need for breaking the law,” he said softly.

      She nodded. She’d promised truth in return for truth, and his words had rung with sincerity, even if he had left parts out.

      It took a long, deep breath and her hands curling into the fabric of her breeches before she could even summon the words. This was a flying leap of faith—in a criminal she barely knew, and for purposes that had started out as clear but were quickly becoming murky now that she was back in Mithranar. “Two years ago, I lost my Callanan partner.”

      She paused. This was hard. Bitingly, painfully, physically hard. Her gaze was on the floor, hands digging like claws into her leg. He was silent, saying nothing, but the silence was somehow gentle, as if to tell her to take whatever time she needed.

      “It was my fault. We were given an assignment to attack a brigand supply camp in the mountains. More Callanan were coming from Ryathl to join us—our informants indicated the camp was a big one, and cutting it off could seriously limit brigand activity until they recovered.” She swallowed, heart thundering, stomach clenching. She’d admitted to Theac that she felt guilty over Sari’s death, but she’d never once, not since it happened, spoken out loud the reasons why.

      “I pushed to leave early and not wait for the extra backup. Sari agreed without question—there were already two other Callanan pairs in Port Lathilly coming along with us, and we figured we could handle guards at a supply camp between us easily. We’d done it before.” Her shoulders turned painfully rigid. “Only the supply camp had been expecting the attack, and there were far more guards than anticipated. They were waiting for us.”

      “Sari died in the assault.” He spoke gently, voice rich with something she couldn’t name but which inexplicably made it easier for her to keep going.

      “Yes. Without even…” She cleared her throat. “Not even a moment to say goodbye. And it broke me. Two years I’ve been trying to manage the grief and guilt and an all-consuming terror that I couldn’t do any of it without her. Be a warrior. Live.”

      A moment’s silence hung heavy on the room, then, “I hope your time here demonstrated to you that you can still do both of those things,” he said, voice dark with conviction. “And if it didn’t, I’ll tell you now that you can. And you should. You have to know what a difference you made here, Talyn Dynan, and not just for the Wolves.”

      His words dispelled all her doubts in an instant. She huffed a breath, dragging her gaze up to meet his. “Someone… one of the few people in this world I trust with my life… asked me if at any moment over the past two years I’d forgotten completely about Sari’s loss and my depression and fear, even if only for the briefest of moments. He thought that I should start there in trying to find my way back.” She swallowed. “The night of the floods… what the Wolves and I did, how we helped. I didn’t think about her for a whole night. And then when they won the alleya game, how it made a whole stadium of humans roar with joy.”

      “Is that why you came back?” he asked softly, an edge of hope in his voice that he couldn’t hide.

      She took a deep, steadying breath. “I won’t ever involve the Wolves or do anything to put them at risk, but… how do you feel about some help?”

      His stillness was astonishing. She almost couldn’t see him amongst the shadows. As he’d patiently waited her out, so she did for him.

      “How do I know you’re not really here to spy on me?”

      “You don’t.” She hesitated. Technically she was here to spy on him. “But… what I just told you, I’ve never said aloud to any other person.”

      “If Ravinire or the WingGuard found out you were associated with me in any way, you wouldn’t just be sent home, Captain. You’d be arrested and likely killed.”

      “I’m aware.” Danger didn’t bother her, it never had. She enjoyed it.

      He stepped out of the shadows, hand extended. “Offer accepted, Captain Dynan.”

      She shook it without hesitation.

      She was in.

      “And which one are you betraying?” Sari asked softly. “The First Blade or the Shadowhawk?”

      “If things work out the way I’m hoping they will, then I won’t be betraying either.” Talyn had spent her life hunting criminals, pitting herself against them, and this man, whoever he was… he wasn’t like any she’d ever come across. It was risky, insane, but she thought, one day, he might be an ally rather than an enemy.

      “And if things don’t work out the way you hope? Who do you choose?”

      She didn’t honestly know. “It won’t come to that.”
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      The following morning found Talyn up early. She washed quickly, scrubbing her hair and then plaiting it tightly at the base of her neck as she did whenever she was on duty. It was bright and sunny outside, the air already thick, though it wasn’t as oppressive as some of the days she remembered. It would only get worse as spring gave way to summer in a few months.

      A smile crossed her face as she stopped at her favourite café. Sometimes she thought the thing she’d missed most about Mithranar hadn’t been the music, or the Wolves, or even its beauty. It had been kahvi. No café she’d tried in Ryathl had ever heard of the drink, let alone made it, and Cynia and Leviana had made faces at her when she’d tried to describe it.

      The owner—a young man with a scruffy beard and bright eyes—glanced up from where he was cleaning a table when the bell over the door sounded. Astonishment flashed over his face and he froze for a moment. “Captain Dynan. You’re back!”

      “I am,” she said, shifting uncomfortably when he continued to stare at her with shining eyes. Part of the reason she had kept coming here—beyond the great kahvi—was that Petro was a member of the Shadowhawk’s network. She’d never seen any trace of his other activities while visiting the café, but even so, she’d thought it useful to keep tabs on him.

      “And also you like him.”

      “Shut up.”

      “You’re so much nicer to criminals since I died. We used to arrest them, remember? Now you can’t even bring yourself to recruit them as information sources.”

      “I thought you’d gone home for good,” he said. The rag hung, forgotten, from his hand. He hadn’t moved from his spot.

      “That was the plan,” she said dryly, moving further inside and hoping that would jar him out of his frozen state.

      A flush coloured his cheeks as he finally realised he was staring, and he straightened, moving towards the counter. “Are you just here for a visit, Captain?”

      “No, actually. I’ve come back to join the Wolves. And I’m not a captain anymore.”

      His eyes widened even further. “You’re going to be here permanently then?”

      “For now.”

      “Oh.” There was a moment’s more hesitation, then he seemed to realise he’d gone back to staring at her. Shaking himself, he reached for a cup and placed a pan over the simmering cookfire. “The usual kahvi order? Strong with extra honey?”

      “Perfect, thank you.” She smiled, trying to relax him. “They don’t have anything like it back home. Just between you and me, your kahvi was the main reason I decided to come back.”

      He chuckled, brown eyes lightening several shades. “Well, we’ll make sure you never have to go wanting for it again, Captain.”

      Petro kept darting delighted glances at her as he made the drink. When a customer entered the café, he shouted across the room at the poor man. “Taffe! Captain Dynan has come back.”

      “Really?” Taffe—he looked vaguely familiar but she had no idea how she knew him—gave her an astonished look then hurried over. “That’s wonderful. Allow me to welcome you back on behalf of myself and my family, Captain. My wife will be delighted.”

      She ran a quick gaze over him. Another member of the Shadowhawk network, or just a normal customer? “I’m not actually—”

      Petro cut over her in his enthusiasm. “You saved their house the night of the floods. They live down on Sailor Road near the docks.”

      “Thank you for the welcome, Taffe,” she said as graciously as she could. The attention was beginning to make her uncomfortable.

      “It’s also wonderful that they’re so happy to see you.”

      It really was.

      When she went to pay for her kahvi, Petro refused to take her money. “You’ll never pay a coin here, Captain.” He turned serious. “And not just because of what you did on the night of the floods.”

      Because she’d never turned him in for being part of the Shadowhawk’s network. And she never would. “Then I’ll see you soon, Petro.”

      “I look forward to it,” he called after her as she left, Taffe giving her a friendly wave as well.

      She headed for the wall road, her head spinning a little. She had never imagined, even for a second, that anyone in Dock City would remember her so clearly, let alone be so happy to have her back. Maybe it was just that she’d been such a good customer of Petro’s.

      “Yeah, right.” Sari scoffed.

      “You’re chatty today.”

      Her memory was good enough to get her through the citadel to the bridge over the Rush that led to the palace. The three Falcons on guard had clearly been told to expect her, though the length of time they took to move out of her way, as well as the distaste written in every line of their bodies, left her under no false illusions about how welcome she was up here.

      Buoyed by her reception at Petro’s café, she barely noticed, let alone cared about their rudeness, and spent the walk through to the Falcon barracks staring wide-eyed around her, re-acquainting herself with the beauty of the winged folk home.

      Her steps slowed to a stop when three winged folk swooped low overheard, brightly coloured wings spread wide as they banked sharply then floated down onto the balcony of someone’s home. A snatch of their musical laughter lit up the morning air.

      The Falcons working in the large area outside Ravinire’s quarters gave her looks ranging from confusion to mild contempt when she walked through. She marked only one man who offered her a smile rather than a scowl, and dragged through her memory until she remembered him—Ronisin Nightdrift. A friend of Tiercelin’s who’d once expressed fascination with being taught the Callanan energy shield.

      Before she reached the other side of the room, the Falcon himself came out to meet her and usher her through to his office.

      “The documents are prepared.” He passed them over, along with a quill and inkpot. As she bent down to sign, he continued, “You’ll be provided room, board, uniform and weapons, and receive monthly pay, same as before.”

      She handed the parchment back. “Is that all?”

      He pointed at the bag on the chair beside her, then turned in a single graceful movement, dark-red wings flaring for balance. “I’ll give you a few minutes to change.”

      She opened the bag as the door closed behind him, sliding out the Wolves’ uniforms that had been made for her. She’d turned them in to Ravinire when she’d left to go home. The fine material was soft against her fingers.

      After a moment’s consideration, she shoved the training gear and formal uniform back into the bag and starting changing into the general duties one. The white shirt and breeches fit her perfectly, as did the charcoal leather vest over the top—although immediately she was uncomfortably warm. The sapphire wolf etched on the bottom left corner of the tunic glimmered at the edge of her vision.

      She laced her boots over the breeches, then stood and stretched experimentally. Despite the sweat already prickling her skin, it was otherwise the most comfortable clothing she’d ever worn, lightweight and perfectly fitted—these winged folk certainly never did things by half.

      Finally she strapped her weapons’ belt around her waist, buckling it up tight and running her fingers over the hilts of the daggers sheathed at her back. She already had fresh calluses on her palms because the hilts of Sari’s daggers didn’t fit her grip, but that didn’t matter. She welcomed them as a constant reminder of her partner.

      Ravinire knocked politely before re-entering. Something flashed across his face at the sight of her in the Wolves uniform, but she couldn’t quite read what it was.

      “Our mutual friend has been made aware of your return,” he said in a soft murmur. “She asked me to pass on her gratitude.”

      She met his gaze. “Good. Is there anything else, sir?”

      He hesitated. “Yes, actually. As you’re no longer a Twin Thrones liaison but enlisted WingGuard, you won’t be reporting directly to me anymore. Your wing forms part of one of the six flights under my command—the protective flight. Your immediate superior is therefore the flight-leader, Idrian Iceflight.”

      Frustrated anger closed over her chest. “You’re not serious?”

      “You’re the one who wants to be a Wolf. I’m not removing a flight-leader from his position because you don’t get along with him,” Ravinire said sharply.

      “I’m disappointed to learn he’s still a flight-leader, sir.” She didn’t want to risk her position after Ravinire had just agreed to take her back, but it was impossible not to say anything. Mere weeks before leaving Mithranar, she’d interrupted Iceflight raping one of the human servants near the Falcon barracks and it had almost come to blows before Prince Mithanis had appeared and threatened her Wolves—and her life—if she didn’t walk away. She had no doubts Iceflight had treated other women the same way.

      “You know how things work here and you came back anyway.” Ravinire didn’t show a shred of remorse. “You’re free to walk away now. Nobody is stopping you.”

      She tried another tack. “He’s not going to be pleased to have me in his flight, sir.”

      “Like you, he’s under my command and will follow orders.”

      Her jaw clenched, but she managed a sharp nod. “Yes, sir.”

      “This might be tricky.”

      “There’s an understatement,” Sari said sourly. “I give you a week before you’ve punched him in the mouth and Ravinire puts you on a ship home.”

      “I’ll try and make it two weeks,” she muttered. “Best investigate this Vengeance group quickly.”

      “You’ll see him at the captains’ meeting tomorrow morning,” Ravinire said briskly, returning to his desk. “Dismissed, Captain Dynan.”

      “I’m not—”

      “I told you, the moment Parksin knows you’re back he’ll be relinquishing the captaincy to you so fast I doubt you’d be able to stop him if you tried.” He looked up. “Now get to afternoon drill before I have to censure you on day one for tardiness.”

      “Sir!” She saluted and left.

      

      Outside, a loud crack ripping through the afternoon air had her halting mid-stride, glancing up into the sky. One of the Falcon protective details was practising with their warrior magic, sending small bursts of energy at a wooden target held aloft by three other Falcons.

      Two more brightly-lit bursts slammed into the shield as she watched, the Falcon responsible enduring loud ribbing from his unit-mates when neither hit the centre of the target.

      “They could be lethal, if they wanted to be, with that magic of theirs,” Sari pointed out.

      They could. But as far as Talyn could tell, the Falcons just wanted to look impressive. Their magic gave them a false sense of security—a Callanan energy shield could absorb those blasts, and then what would a Falcon aggressor do? They certainly didn’t have the unarmed combat or weapons’ skills required to match a Callanan warrior in a fight.

      Her strides quickened as she dismissed the Falcons and headed for the Wolf barracks on the opposite side of the palace. Eventually she came down a ladder and headed along the walkway that led to the iron gate at the entrance to the Wolves’ barracks. It stood slightly ajar, and she walked through into the training yard beyond, her bag slung over her shoulders.

      The view out from the eastern edge of the yard was spectacular, showing endless forested hilltops, utterly untouched and hiding deadly creatures that made venturing down there too risky for any but the izerdia workers who sometimes didn’t survive the trip.

      She paused for a moment, memories flooding her. Being back here… for the very first time since Sari had died she felt right again. The sensation was close to overwhelming, and she spent a moment blinking back tears.

      Taking a deep breath of the humid air, she turned and walked towards the barracks. After climbing the steps she paused outside the half open door to the common room, a smile hovering on her lips at the sight that greeted her through the gap.

      Her Wolves sat within. Halun was digging into a plate covered with food, always one to ensure he ate a massive lunch before afternoon training. Zamaril was teasing Corrin mercilessly about the way he was peeling all the crusts away from his bread, while Theac glowered at both of them.

      “So,” she said loudly, pushing open the door. “Where do the new recruits sleep?”

      All four heads shot up instantly, the Wolves stunned into silence by her sudden appearance.

      Zamaril was the first to speak. “Are you talking about yourself? Because you’d need to sit for an interview first. We don’t take just anyone.”

      Halun wordlessly dropped his plate to the table, ignoring its loud clatter as he strode across the room towards her. His arms spread as if to throw them around her, before he stopped himself, letting them fall to his sides. His face was alight in a way she’d never seen. “Captain,” he said simply.

      Corrin was only a step behind, leaping agilely over a couch to land beside Halun. “You’re back,” he breathed, green eyes shining.

      Her glance shifted to Theac just behind them. His smile spread from ear to ear and his eyes twinkled with pleasure, all traces of the surly man she remembered temporarily gone. The sight of him eased something inside her. “Are you serious, lass? You’re coming back to us?”

      “I am.” She fought back a smile. “In fact, I just signed my enlistment papers with Ravinire.”

      Halun’s slave tattoo stretched wide as his smile spread from ear to ear. Corrin had tears in his eyes. Zamaril half-turned towards Corrin, one hand lifting to grip the young man’s shoulder as if to steady himself. Corrin shot a bright grin at him, leaning into the touch. Halun gave them both a hefty shove, sending them stumbling a few steps to the side, laughing.

      Secretly, she was warmed by the level of their reaction. She’d thought they would be pleased, but hadn’t expected anything like this.

      “You’re really going to be our captain again?” Zamaril asked, hesitant, as if he didn’t want to hope too much.

      “Theac’s your captain now. I’m just happy for a place in the wing.”

      Theac promptly glowered. “You’re our leader, you always have been. Truth be told, lass, I’d rather serve under you than lead any day.”

      “Someone should probably tell Prince Cuinn,” Corrin said in an excited rush.

      “I’ll go,” Zamaril said instantly.

      “No, I will,” Theac said. “It’s my place.”

      “I’m sure the Falcon already has, but it’s my place to go.” Talyn intervened. “And if you truly want me back as captain, I’d be honoured.” More than honoured. It filled her with warmth, that sensation of rightness flashing through her again.

      “Then it’s settled. The captain’s quarters have been empty since we moved in,” Theac said. “I’ll show you up there, then you can go and talk to the prince. The rest of you, it’s almost time for afternoon drill. Halun—you have command until I join you.”

      Despite their excitement to see her, all three men saluted at Theac’s order and filed out the internal door leading through to the kitchens, and beyond, to the mess. A low hum of distant chatter and clinking cutlery drifted through the open door.

      She watched them go with a smile. “The rest of the Wolves are in the mess?” she asked.

      “That’s right.” He hesitated. “I’m glad you’re back, Captain.”

      “So am I, Theac.” Talyn hefted her bags with a cheerful smile. “Now show me through to my new quarters.”

      

      The captain’s quarters were on the top floor of the barracks, and in typical winged folk opulence, they were stunning. The only door in a wide corridor at the top of the stairs opened into a massive rectangular living space. The wall directly opposite the entrance was clear glass, providing a view over the same precipitous drop as the eastern edge of the training yard. Nothing but forested hills were visible to the east as far as the eye could see.

      A large stone hearth was to the right of the entrance, with a plush sofa before it. In the far corner a spiral staircase led upwards into an opening in the ceiling. The wooden floorboards and sofa were dusty, and there was nothing else in the large space except for an old table and two chairs by the glass wall.

      Talyn’s boots made imprints in the dust as she crossed to stare at the view, then walk up the spiral staircase into a cosy loft area. Theac followed silently.

      In the loft was a massive bed, a chest of drawers, and nothing else. More floor-to-ceiling glass filled one wall, and appeared to open out onto a railed balcony. In the centre of the roof was a closed trapdoor—barred from the inside—and a folded up ladder rested near the door.

      Opposite the windows, an archway led out of the bedroom and down three steps into a bathing area. It was lovely. “Six thrices! Why haven’t you been living in here, Theac?” Talyn gaped at the empty blue-tiled pool in the centre of the room, surrounded by a marble bench carrying towels, soaps and scented bath herbs. In the corner sat a hearth to heat buckets of water.

      “Never felt right.” He shrugged. “I’m a Dock City gutter rat. This much space gives me the itches.”

      Even for her it was bit much. Dumnorix she might be, but she’d been accustomed to bunks and small shared rooms with Sari since joining the Callanan at sixteen. “I know the winged folk like their creature comforts, but all this just for the captain of a WingGuard wing?”

      “You should see the quarters of some of the other WingGuard captains. They would call this squalor compared to what they live in,” Theac grumbled. “Don’t even start me on the private residences the flight-leaders have.”

      “How soon can you get promoted to flight-leader?” Sari asked.

      Talyn chuckled and dumped her bag on the bed, waving Theac back towards the stairs. “How have things been since I left?”

      “Quiet, mostly. We’ve got four details in operation now, and one of them is on shift outside Prince Cuinn’s tower all night. During the day he remains unguarded unless he’s leaving the palace.” He scowled. “Iceflight’s a cold bastard and he can’t stand the sight of us, but he gives orders and I take them, and we keep the peace.”

      “And you made Zamaril, Corrin, and Halun talons?” she asked. “Who’s got the fourth detail?”

      “After you left I recruited Andres Tye to run one of the first two details to finish their training,” Theac responded. “I wanted more command experience in the wing, and he’s a steady lad. Halun got the second detail. But yes, Zamaril and Corrin now have command of the most recent two.”

      Talyn was impressed. “Smart call on Andres. I’m glad he agreed to join.”

      “He didn’t take much convincing,” Theac said, then glanced towards the door. “I should get down to afternoon drill, make sure they’re all doing what they’re supposed to. And Andres’ detail is off shift soon, so I need to check that—”

      She chuckled, cutting him off. “Get out of here, Theac. I’d best go and see our delightful prince of song. I’ll come and find you after.”

      He smothered a smile, then saluted sharply. “Aye, Captain.”

      Her grin followed him out the door.

      It was good to be back.
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      Winged folk filled the stunning afternoon skies around her, a rainbow of colour and musical voices, as Talyn made her way to Cuinn’s tower, wondering what the prince was going to make of her return. She’d been rude and insulting when she left—nothing more than he’d deserved—and she wouldn’t be surprised if he was still angry with her.

      Not that she’d ever seen him angry, though. He’d never bothered enough about anything to get angry.

      It didn’t matter anyway. Prince Cuinn was no longer the main reason she was in Mithranar. When on duty with the Wolves, her priority would be his protection, because her honour as a soldier and Dumnorix demanded it. But she hadn’t come back for the spoiled prince or any of his winged relatives.

      “You realise you’ve chosen to become a criminal?”

      “I’m undercover, Sari.”

      “But you’ll be helping a criminal. And you’re not doing it because the Callanan want you to, no matter what you’re telling yourself.” A pause. “We were Callanan. We hunted criminals.”

      “So you’ve said, multiple times now. I’m not that person anymore, Sari. I think I need to be someone different if I’m going to rebuild my life. I can’t go back to what I was… it’s not possible. I’ve finally accepted that, as hard as it is.”

      “I always trusted your instincts. I always will.”

      All thoughts of Sari vanished from her head as Prince Mithanis Acondor, Cuinn’s oldest brother and likely future heir to the throne of Mithranar, appeared around a corner ahead of her.

      He was on foot rather than flying, and it was hard to avoid the thought that he’d been waiting for her, as unsettling as it was. His ebony wings ruffled in the sluggish breeze and his hair was shorter than when she had last seen him, cropped close to the skull, its darkness matching his eyes and brows. This man had the colouring of a Dumnorix, but strangely enough Talyn had never seen anyone who looked less like one of her relatives.

      The prince of night. The nickname suited him perfectly.

      He offered a smile in greeting, but it held no warmth. His winged folk magic wrapped around her like a shroud; an icy, menacing sensation that caused the hairs on her neck to stand on end.

      Instantly she was taken back to their last encounter, when he’d intervened after she challenged Iceflight as he was in the midst of raping a human servant. Then, too, he’d made no pretences about how much of a threat he posed to her and the Wolves. Her heart thudded.

      “Danger, Tal…” It went whisper-soft through her mind, so quiet it was unclear whether the thought was hers or Sari’s.

      It hit her again, the realisation she’d had that final night before leaving Mithranar—when the queen had begged her to stay—that Mithanis was the true threat to Cuinn that their mother feared.

      “Captain Dynan.” Mithanis greeted her in a cool, faintly musical voice. Something about it jarred though, like it held a dissonant note. “I heard about your return. What a surprise.”

      “Prince Mithanis.” Talyn bowed her head respectfully, keeping her voice polite. It would be foolish to antagonise him. Cuinn had warned her plenty of times of what Mithanis did to those who displeased him. “I came back to formally enlist with the WingGuard.”

      “How interesting.” His gaze lingered on her, song magic wrapping around her again, stronger this time. Sudden fear swamped her. She fought it, but his magic soaked into her blood, skin, and bone as he tightened his hold over her. He was projecting fear in his voice, and she had no way to shield herself against it.

      Mithanis moved closer, and even though there was still distance between them, his gaze pierced hers. It was all she could do not to turn and run, and it was impossible to hide her fear from him. His mouth curled in satisfaction.

      This was how he controlled those around him.

      Physical threats she could fight and defeat, no matter how threatening. But this magic she had no guard against. The knowledge galled her even as she was helpless to stop it.

      Deep under the fear, a cold determination roused itself.

      She would have to learn how to fight this.

      “Hello, Brother. What brings you here on such a lovely afternoon? The thermals are beckoning.” Cuinn’s voice was a lazy drawl as he approached, musical and bright. He stopped in front of Talyn, inadvertently cutting her off from Mithanis’s sight as his silver-white wings extended in the breeze.

      Her fear faded as Mithanis’s attention turned to his brother.

      “I generally have more important things to do with my time than spend it flying idly about with my friends.” Mithanis’s voice dripped impatience, his jaw tightening.

      “Like what, bothering the captain of my guard?” Cuinn asked, running a languid hand through his too-long golden hair.

      “And what would you do if I was?” Mithanis’s voice remained light but held an unmistakable hint of warning. The danger to Cuinn was sharply apparent—not in any direct way, like Mithanis was about to pull a knife and stab him, but it was there nonetheless. A clear warning not to ever consider crossing him.

      For the first time Talyn began to understand—rather than just know—what her father might have been hinting at in their conversations and why the queen feared for Cuinn. It was more than just tension amongst the humans and an arrogant ruling family.

      Mithanis was dangerous. Worse, he was dangerous in a way that she—highly trained warrior that she was—couldn’t easily combat.

      Cuinn shrugged, too wrapped up in himself to see the danger. “I’m not foolish enough to tangle with you, Mithanis. I’d just prefer if you left my guard alone. They’re irritating enough as it is, and the last thing I need is them creeping about in terror of you and setting my song magic on edge.”

      A smile curled up the corner of Mithanis’s thin mouth. His gaze was full of contempt for the younger man who wouldn’t stand up to him. Where Talyn had once shared that contempt, she now wondered whether she’d be strong enough to stand up to the prince of night.

      “Keep your guard away from me, and they’ll be fine,” Mithanis said coolly. “I don’t know what mother was thinking, telling Ravinire to give you a guard of humans. And you’re a fool for allowing it.”

      “Maybe. I’d be more of a fool if I disobeyed our mother, though.” Cuinn sighed, a petulant tone to it that had Mithanis spreading his black wings and leaping into the air without another word.

      The prince of song waited until Mithanis had disappeared before turning to face Talyn. His wings furled, and she was stunned by the sudden thought that maybe his blocking her from Mithanis’s sight hadn’t been unintentional. Had he been making an attempt to protect her? She dismissed the thought as quickly as it had come—Cuinn didn’t care enough to notice or to bother.

      “Captain Dynan.” The smile of amused condescension was back on his face. “You came back.”

      “I did.” Talyn’s good mood had evaporated after her encounter with Mithanis, and now she was off-guard and uneasy. Cuinn’s determination to find everything around him amusing didn’t help. She couldn’t help tracing Mithanis’s departure with her gaze, unwilling and unable to relax her guard until he’d vanished from sight completely. There had been no sign of Falcon guards around him—he’d wanted to confront her alone. Interesting.

      “To stay?” Cuinn raised a golden eyebrow.

      “It seems so.” She forced her focus back to Cuinn. “The Wolves have requested I take up my position as captain again.”

      “That’s the best news I’ve heard in months.” The mask of amused arrogance and condescension on his face dropped, revealing a smile of genuine relief and gratitude. The sudden display of sincerity coaxed her into saying more than she intended.

      “I felt I had a place here. That is, of course, if you accept my enlistment.”

      “I’d like nothing better than having you back as captain of my Wolves,” he assured her. “I find your constant nagging and paranoia where my safety is concerned utterly refreshing.”

      Six thrices, he was absolutely irrepressible. “I’ve just come from Commander Ravinire where I formally enlisted.” She changed the subject. “The paperwork is all sorted. I’m told you haven’t allowed a full day guard shift yet?”

      Another amused grin bloomed over his face. “You heard correctly. I’m looking forward to further debates with you on that score, Captain Dynan. No doubt your irritation and distaste will give me more wonderful headaches.”

      “The feeling is mutual,” she muttered, unable to help herself.

      His laughter pealed out through the corridor, musical and lovely. “And yet I’m supposed to feel safe with you. Until then, Captain.”

      Fighting the smile tugging at her mouth—damned these winged folk and their song magic—she watched him fly away in the opposite direction to where Mithanis had gone.

      

      Unsurprisingly, Theac was waiting for her when she got back to her new quarters. He’d been genuinely glad to see her earlier, but she hadn’t missed the quick glances he’d shot her way or the words hovering unsaid under his warm greetings.

      Theac Parksin was no fool.

      And she’d missed him. Badly.

      He’d lit the fire despite the lingering warmth of the day, but given dusk was falling, its warm light gave the place a cosy glow. She tugged off her vest and threw it over the back of the couch before rolling up her sleeves and sinking onto the sofa beside him. “I figured you had something on your mind,” she said. “Out with it.”

      He scowled. “Why are you really back?”

      She lifted an eyebrow. “Isn’t that obvious?”

      “You’ll remember how suspicious and unwelcoming I was of you when we first met,” he said. “That wasn’t entirely because you were a foreigner and a woman. Now, you earned our trust and our faith in you without any doubt.” He clasped his hands together. “But you are a warrior beyond compare and a born leader. You did not come back here to protect our wastrel, self-absorbed prince of song.”

      She sighed, and a silence fell between then as she tried to work out what to say. He was right, and lying to him wasn’t going to work. She didn’t want to lie. There had been moments during her posting here when he had been her rock. That trust between them wasn’t something she was willing to break.

      “Then tell him the truth.”

      Why not?

      “All right, Theac.” She turned to him, making a snap decision. She kept her voice low, barely audible over the crackling of the fire. “The Callanan asked me to come back. They’re worried about a gang operating out of Montagn and Mithranar—a particularly well-resourced one that trades in weapons and slaves and has maybe recently gained access to izerdia. They’re worried it might have consequences for the Twin Thrones.”

      To her everlasting relief, her second reacted with interest and concern rather than betrayal. “Access how?”

      “They don’t know, but they think this gang is connected to the Shadowhawk.”

      Theac was already shaking his head. “The Shadowhawk isn’t working for some gang, Captain, no way, especially not one that traffics in weapons and slaves.”

      “I’m inclined to agree, but I’d like to be more certain of it,” she said. “And even if he’s not, the Callanan are worried that this gang is expanding south to Firthland and the Twin Thrones.”

      “You mean one of the gangs operating out of the Poor Quarter or the docks?” He frowned in puzzlement. “They’re a dime a dozen down there. What’s so special about this one?”

      “I have no idea, to be honest.” Unease niggled at her. She remained certain Shia and Ranar hadn’t told her everything they knew. “Even if the Shadowhawk isn’t wittingly working for or with this group, he might have some connection to them. So that’s where I’ll start looking.”

      “You’re back with the Callanan, then?”

      “No,” she said. “I can’t ever go back. I won’t. But I agreed to help them.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’d do anything for my country and my family, and if this gang is a potential threat to us, I’ll do whatever it takes to nullify that threat.”

      Theac stared into the fire for a long moment. She let him think it all through. Eventually he turned his head towards her, brown eyes glimmering in the firelight. “Tell me you won’t betray us? That you won’t betray the Wolves.”

      She shifted towards him, meeting his gaze unflinchingly. “Never.”

      “Not even for the Twin Thrones?”

      “It won’t come to that.”

      “I hope not.”

      Theac rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I’d die for you, lass, so would the lads. I think you know that. You made something of us and you gave us hope. If you were the one to take that away…”

      “Theac, I won’t.” The words burst out with more intensity than she’d intended. She needed him to understand, to believe her. “I won’t be here forever—this isn’t my home—but you and they already know that. That doesn’t mean I’m going to walk out and abandon you all tomorrow either. I promise.”

      Theac sat back. “In that case, your talk of a gang… Captain, there’s something you should know.”

      “What?” His tone had dread curling up her spine.

      “Not long after you left, Andres was out alone one night in Dock City. He was attacked by three men.” Theac’s expression turned grim. “If the Shadowhawk hadn’t been there to help… let’s just say Andres was lucky.”

      Fear hit her hard in the stomach, and she swallowed, rising to her feet before taking a deep breath. Anger followed next, mixing with the fear to make her stomach churn. The depth of her reaction surprised her. “Who was it?” she snapped. “Thieves?”

      “Don’t know for sure. Thing is, they wore copper masks. Same as we saw that night on Sparrow Island.”

      Her voice went deadly quiet. “You’re telling me they’re coming after us now?”

      “None of the Wolves have gone out alone since—always in pairs or more now. And there have been no more attacks.” Theac stood too. “But Andres says those men were targeting him that night. It wasn’t random.”

      “I see. And the Shadowhawk was there?”

      “Andres said he came upon the attack by chance, helped him out, then walked him back to the wall after to make sure he got back safe.” The same anger and fear Talyn felt edged Theac’s rough voice. “I don’t like to let an attack on one of mine go, Captain, and your talk of gangs… well, this one is new, and it’s nasty. And we know the break-in at the citadel last year was likely their attempt to get their hands on izerdia. The dots line up. If there’s anything I can do to help you to—”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I won’t place you in a position that could cause trouble for you or the Wolves. But trust me, if this group is the same one that has the Callanan worried… even if they’re not… I’ll deal with it.”

      Theac nodded. “Even so. We protect our own. I’m here if you need me.”

      At the fierce look on his face, she couldn’t help but smile. “I’m glad to be back, with you. That’s the absolute truth, I promise.”

      A smile softened his angry scowl. “I’m glad too, Captain.”

      Her voice turned brisk. “Good. So, do you want to catch me up on the wing, or would you prefer a good night’s sleep first?”

      “I’m not tired.”  He stood. “But there’s something you need to see first.”
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      Theac led her downstairs, past the mess hall where conversation hummed loudly, and through to an outside stairwell. It spiralled down to the level below the training yard and beyond. When Talyn judged they were about three stories below their barracks, he stopped at a narrow landing.

      The stairs didn’t go any further, and the tops of the trees clinging to the lower slopes looked close enough to almost reach down and touch. Theac said nothing as he opened the only door off the landing. Inside, an empty corridor led to a single closed door at its opposite end.

      “I reckon this part of the barracks was built for human servants.” Theac’s voice echoed as he stepped into the deserted space, Talyn just behind. “No large windows or open-aired balconies. And the level below us has no windows at all—probably to keep any forest creatures from getting in.”

      They reached the door and Theac dug in his pocket for a key to unlock it. It swung inwards on oiled hinges to reveal a staircase heading downwards. A thick glass panel set into the roof provided light enough to see that the smoothly tiled floors of the higher levels gave way to wooden steps.

      Meant for humans indeed.

      “I hope you haven’t lured me down here to assassinate me in some bid to retake the captaincy, Theac,” she joked as she followed him downwards.

      He scowled. “There’s a good reason for all this—it’ll just be easier to show you than try and explain.”

      She accepted that without complaint, trusting him implicitly.

      “As far as we could tell, nobody has been down here in decades,” he explained. “The Falcons have probably forgotten it exists. I don’t think our barracks has been used in almost as long.”

      “Too far from the palace,” she murmured. That was why Ravinire had assigned it to her wing—to keep the humans away from the winged Falcons and prevent friction. She’d once thought that was a clever idea. Now, not so much. Keeping them apart only made their differences starker.

      At the bottom of the stairs, the landing opened up to a square room—again, empty—with a door immediately ahead. Theac placed a finger to his lips and opened the door before slipping inside.

      Voices echoed in the room beyond. It was a much larger space than the one they’d come from, windowless and lit only by two lamps hanging on the opposite wall. Her nose tickled irritatingly as she took a breath—old and musty sawdust the source, if her experience with training yards was anything to go by.

      And the voices were familiar. Zamaril, Corrin, and then a lighter, musical tone.

      Tiercelin.

      The three of them were dim figures outlined in the pool of light near the lanterns. Talyn started forward, eager to greet the winged man who’d once been a Wolf, but Theac touched her arm, motioning for her to stay still.

      “What are we doing?” she murmured, uncomfortable with the idea of what felt like spying on her wing.

      “Just watch.”

      Someone swore—Zamaril. Corrin cleared his throat, stifling a laugh, and Tiercelin said something, uncharacteristic patience in his voice.

      A moment later a faint crack sounded, then a flash of pale blue light lit up the room. Zamaril’s face was visible in the glow, creased with focus and concentration, one hand held outward—the beginnings of a Callanan energy shield emerging from it.

      She spun towards Theac, eyes wide. “Tiercelin’s been teaching them.”

      Theac nodded. “But before you go over there and start telling them what a great idea you think that is, consider why they’re doing it down here in the dark.”

      “I—”

      “If the winged folk found out that humans possessed winged folk magic…” Theac’s voice trailed off. “Captain, I know you don’t fully understand Mithranar yet, but trust me when I say it would have consequences none of us want.”

      “Theac, I get it. Corrin and Zamaril having the ability to shield could save the prince’s life one day, but until and unless that becomes necessary, nobody needs to know that humans in Mithranar might possess winged folk magic after all.”

      She was here to investigate for the Callanan and work with her Wolves, not start a revolution in Mithranan society. She couldn’t afford to do anything that might get her kicked out. Before Sari’s voice could raise any protest to that, she set off across the open space. “Not bad, Zamaril. Better than most first year Callanan apprentices I’ve seen.”

      A pleased look flashed over his narrow features. It was a far cry from the studied insolence that had once been written all over him. “Thanks, Captain.”

      She stopped, a smile curling her mouth as she looked at Tiercelin. “It’s wonderful to see you.”

      He bowed low, wings sweeping out to either side, all winged folk grace and beauty. “And you, Captain. Welcome back to Mithranar.”

      “It’s good of you, teaching them,” she said. “I can understand how difficult that decision must have been.”

      “We went to him at first.” Corrin jumped in. “A partial shield escaped out of me one day during practice when Zamaril disarmed me and came in for the killing blow. Luckily nobody else noticed, but Theac dragged me and Zamaril straight to see Tiercelin when we told him.”

      “I remembered what you said about Corrin and Zamaril maybe being Callanan potentials,” Theac grumbled. “Flea-shitting bright lights and whatnot. Buggers me how that can be possible for humans, but there you go.”

      “There was no difficulty in deciding to help them.” Tiercelin shot a fond glance at the two Wolves. “Not that Zamaril isn’t the most impatient student I’ve ever had.”

      “And you’ve had many students, have you, oh revered master?” Zamaril asked with studied innocence.

      Corrin smirked.

      Talyn spoke before the bickering could escalate. “How have you been, Tiercelin?”

      The winged man’s gaze lingered on Zamaril and Corrin as he replied. “I’m good, Captain. I’m in the spare wing in the protective flight, not assigned to anyone important, so my wing-mates are mostly the sons of lesser or non-nobility. They’re not as arrogant as some Falcons can be.”

      “He’s right.” Zamaril spoke up, surprising her. “Some of them are okay. We’ve even joined them for the occasional alleya game.”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” she said softly, then cleared her throat. “Theac told me why you’re keeping this a secret, and I agree with him. Have any of the other human Wolves shown any magic?”

      “Nope, but I’d really like to know if it’s going to start happening.” Theac scowled again. “Perhaps you could explain, Captain?”

      “I can’t give you specifics, I’m afraid.” She gave him an apologetic look. “When Callanan potentials first start training at Callanan Tower, they can’t access any magic. Usually it takes until they’ve had at least a year of apprenticeship under their belt. Callanan scholars theorise that the ability to summon a shield is a side effect of the mental focus needed to master sabai. Summoning a magical shield is hard, and drains energy rapidly. Without complete focus, it can’t be done. Usually the magic first comes out instinctively, when an apprentice is utterly focused on a fight. That sounds like what happened with Corrin.”

      All their faces registered confusion now, but the question came from Tiercelin. “Then how do you know who makes a Callanan potential? Not everyone in the Twin Thrones has that magic, right?”

      “Right. But some Callanan—we call them sniffers—can sense the potential magic in others. Sniffers are rare, but they test all applicants before they’re accepted.”

      Theac eyed her grumpily. “And I don’t suppose you’d be one of those sniffers?”

      “Nope, sorry. There are only two alive right now, and both are old and doddery and happily ensconced in comfortable retirement at Callanan Tower. They’re only rolled out when new recruits arrive to be tested.”

      Corrin glanced at Theac. “We’re keeping a close eye on all the humans.”

      “Good,” she said. If several human Wolves suddenly started displaying the ability for a Callanan shield, it would be hard to keep secret.

      “You’re always welcome to come and practice with us, Captain.” Zamaril smirked. “That shield of yours is far more impressive than anything we can do.”

      They’d seen it before, the night they’d saved Cuinn from the assassination attempt on Sparrow Island. Other than that she’d kept her ability discreet for the same reason they were hiding their training now. It was even more important now that she no longer had the protection of being an official Twin Thrones liaison.

      “I think I know why.” She spoke with a smile for Tiercelin. “You were right all along, I have winged folk blood.”

      “How so, Captain?” Tiercelin asked carefully.

      She frowned. She’d expected curiosity and excitement from him at the news, not wariness. “I…” She hesitated briefly. “I spoke to my father while I was home. He tells me his parents were both winged folk.”

      “They can’t be, or he’d have wings.” Tiercelin shook his head.

      “I think he did, once.” She hesitated again. “He wouldn’t tell me much—whatever his memories of Mithranar are, they’re painful ones. And he was afraid for me, too, he thought it was dangerous that I’d come here.”

      A brief silence filled the space. Zamaril, Theac and Corrin had all clearly picked up on Tiercelin’s unease, and were shooting curious glances between them. They didn’t seem to understand any better than she did what had discomforted him.

      “I don’t think you should train with us,” Tiercelin said decidedly. “The less people here understand of your abilities the better. It should be no different with you than it is with Zamaril and Corrin, or any other Wolves that display the potential—unless there’s a critical need to use your shield, you shouldn’t.”

      She started in surprise, as did Corrin and Zamaril. Tiercelin’s words had been correct, but the way he’d spoken them…

      “The lad’s right,” Theac said impatiently. “We’d best go, Captain, leave this lot to their practice. I’ve got a lot to catch you up on.”

      “All right.” She lifted a hand in farewell as she turned away to follow Theac out.

      “It’s good to have you back, Captain,” Tiercelin called after her.

      She smiled, wishing he was still one of them. There must be some way of bringing him back.

      “Easier said than done.”

      “We’ve faced worse odds before.”

      Sari’s mental smile warmed her from head to toe.

      

      Talyn awoke on her second morning back in Mithranar to the pink glow of early dawn filling her room from the floor-to-ceiling glass to the right of her bed. It was already warm, and she dressed in her new Wolf training gear—grey sleeveless shirt, matching loose pants that gathered in around her calves and leather sandals—before heading down to the barracks kitchen for a hunk of fresh bread and glass of water. As she left the kitchen, chewing, her mind was abuzz.

      She and Theac had been up past midnight as he filled her in on all the minutiae of managing a much larger wing than the one she’d left. The first two intakes of recruits had finished their basic training, making four active guard details.

      “Has Prince Cuinn made much of a fuss over the night guard shifts?”

      Theac had shaken his head sourly. “The prince never pays any attention to us, but he doesn’t have to for us to do our jobs.”

      “Okay, so that makes four talons, plus me and you, and forty guards. How are Halun, Zamaril and Corrin going with command duties?” She had no concerns about Andres’ ability. She’d respected him as a watch officer and he was exactly the kind of leader she wanted for her Wolves.

      “Halun still doesn’t talk much, but he can get his detail to jump with a simple look or gesture.” Theac smiled. “As for the other two, it’s only been a week since their details finished training and started active duty, but I think they both have the right instincts for command. And Andres has been working harder than everyone in training, so he’s quickly catching up to the other talons’ level of skill in sabai.”

      Talyn had made a mental note to keep an eye on the three. After all, they were still relatively new as guards, and leadership would be a test. She couldn’t afford them making mistakes that could cost the prince, or his detail, their lives.

      After further discussion, they’d agreed to enlist the final twenty recruits—a number that would round out their wing to the full complement of sixty guards—in two weeks’ time. Though they didn’t have talons to lead them yet, she and Theac had decided that now Talyn was back, he could take on those two details once they’d finished training. And in the meantime, they’d keep an eye out for any Wolves from the two most experienced details showing signs of leadership potential.

      She shook herself from her busy thoughts as she approached the drill yard. Theac had ordered all the Wolves to present themselves there before the morning wall run so that she could formally greet them.

      Of course, word had already gotten around of her return, and as she stepped out into the open space, the neat, orderly rows of white and grey clad Wolves broke into loud clapping and cheers.

      Talyn smiled and raised her hand. Almost immediately the yard filled with silence. Their discipline was impressive. Her estimation of Theac rose even higher.

      “Good morning.” She addressed them, her voice ringing clearly. “As you’ve no doubt heard, I’ve formally enlisted with the WingGuard. The Falcon has appointed me your captain after Theac agreed to become my second.” Her eyes ran over the neat rows of men and women standing at attention—mostly human with a handful of winged folk. While she’d been involved in the decision to enlist every single one of them, she’d had very little to do with their training.

      A tremor of combined excitement and trepidation shivered through her at the idea of having sole responsibility for so many people. Greater stakes for failure. It made her pause, then straighten her shoulders. She’d set herself on this path and she wasn’t going to back out at the first niggle of doubt.

      “It’s our job to keep Prince Cuinn safe, and I don’t plan on failing. I expect hard work, willingness to do as I and your talons order, and a positive spirit. In return, I’ll treat you fairly and with respect. You can always come to me with any concerns and I promise to listen. Are we agreed?”

      “Aye!” The voices shouted out unanimously.

      “Good. Enjoy your day, Wolves.”

      As Talyn finished speaking, her talons stepped forward to chivvy them into lines for the run. She lingered for a moment, watching. Halun led his detail effortlessly with simple gestures, but Zamaril and Corrin looked a little hesitant about being in charge. Neither had Halun’s quiet confidence, but there was a capable air about them that their Wolves seemed to respond to. Andres Tye was clearly the most practiced, though, his detail already jogging out of the gate in two neat rows.

      “They’ve come a long way,” she murmured as Theac joined her.

      He nodded. “There’s a time I would have put it down to coincidence, or luck, how you picked those three out of the cells.” He gave her a considering look. “But that time is long past.”

      She smiled a little. “I picked you too, Theac.”

      He scowled. “Let's go into the common room. There are a couple more things I want to run by you.”

      For the next full-turn Theac talked her through the procedures he’d instituted for training, shift rotation and guard duty.

      “If you can get him to accept a full day and night guard, we’ve got the numbers for a detail to be assigned to the prince in shifts of eight full-turns, making three shifts a day with one detail on a day off.” A smile split Theac’s leathery face. “The morning wall run has become something of a tradition down in Dock City. The residents clear it for us at the same time every morning, and there’s usually a crowd gathered to watch and wave.”

      Part of her was warmed by that. Part of her understood how little the winged folk would like it, and worried.

      “I don’t want to sit idle,” Talyn said, frowning over the parchment outlining shift rosters. “Can you put me on the duty roster once a week? Not to lead the detail, just so I can stay sharp and ensure I learn each Wolf’s strengths and weaknesses. Otherwise, I’d prefer you to keep responsibility for the bulk of the day-to day strength, stamina and basic weapons training. I’ll take smaller groups for the more advanced sabai and weapons skills.”

      “That's fine with me.” He nodded. “Do you want me to keep responsibility for organising the shift roster?”

      “That would be wonderful. I hate paperwork.” Talyn pushed the piles in front of her away with a groan. Her head already ached from going through it in such detail with Theac.

      “You and me both,” he grumbled.

      “Then isn’t it lucky for me that I’m the captain.” She nudged him with her shoulder.

      The door from the outside swung open without a knock, and both Talyn and Theac rose to their feet as Idrian Iceflight walked in. His pale grey eyes scanned the room with characteristic winged folk arrogance and an extra helping of contempt before his gaze came to rest on Theac, then Talyn. His mouth tightened.

      “Captain Dynan. The Falcon informed me of your return.”

      She would have laughed at the blatant distaste in his voice if the memory of their last encounter wasn’t still so clear. She saluted after a moment’s hesitation. “Sir.”

      “Talon Parksin will fill you in on my expectations,” he said coldly. “Meet them, and we won’t have any problems.”

      And if there were, she was certain Iceflight would go straight to Mithanis. “Yes, sir,” she said crisply, forcing herself to be polite, despite how it galled her. “Sir, I’d like to discuss having a full day and night guard shift on Prince Cuinn. My wing now has the numbers for it, and—subject to your approval, of course—we’ll start training of the final twenty recruits in two weeks.”

      “The Falcon anticipated your request, and he and I had been speaking of it. The prince will be informed that he is to have a full-time guard like his brothers and mother.”

      Iceflight didn’t sound like he much cared one way or the other whether Cuinn had a guard detail at all times, but that was better than outright opposition to the idea.

      “Thank you, sir. When can we begin?”

      He gave her a thin smile. “Let’s give the prince of song an adjustment period. You’ll begin a day shift in two weeks when your new recruits start. I expect those names to be sent to me today. I’ll have to approve them of course, and if there are winged folk amongst them, I’ll need to obtain the permission of their families.”

      She tried her best not to stiffen at his condescending tone, and mostly succeeded. “Yes, sir. You’ll have the names this morning.”

      He left without another word, sky-blue wings spreading the moment he was out the door so he could leap into the sky.

      “What happened between you two?” Theac asked once he was well gone. “You put on a good show of civility just then but I can tell when you think someone is worth less than the fleashit on the bottom of your shoe. Not that I think any different, mind.”

      “Was it that obvious?” She sighed. She wasn’t going to last long if it was.

      “No. Your self-control is better than anyone I’ve ever met. I bet even the winged folk with song magic struggle to read you.” He shrugged. “But I’ve gotten to know you well, lass.”

      She only hesitated for a moment—while Theac might not take well to learning what had happened, she trusted his level-headedness. “I caught him raping one of the human servants,” she said. “It was just before I left. It almost came to blows, but Mithanis intervened, sent me packing and promised to send all of you back to the cells if I said anything to Ravinire about what had happened.”

      “He’s well known for it.” Theac sounded completely unsurprised. “A few of the Falcon officers are the same. Think they can take what they want even if it isn’t freely offered.”

      She glared at him. “You knew about this?”

      “A lot of humans work up here, Captain. Talk gets around about which of the winged folk—and not just the men—need to be avoided at all costs.”

      “But…” she sputtered.

      “You think we should do something?” he challenged. “Like what? You tried and failed. Not sure how you’d think any human would do better.”

      Anger rose, not at her second, but at the whole situation. “This is why I never wanted to come back,” she snapped. “I cannot understand how behaviour like that is not only tolerated, but openly allowed.”

      “Yeah, well, we live it. Every damn day of our lives,” he said. “You don’t need to understand it, Captain, but you do have to accept it. Because it’s not going to change, especially given the fact Mithanis will inevitably be named heir as soon as his mother gets around to it.”

      “And you think I’m insane for wanting to help the Shadowhawk with his work. He seems to be the only human here trying to do something to change how things are.”

      “Stealing supplies to feed and clothe people isn’t changing how things are,” Sari pointed out. “And these people aren’t your responsibility.”

      “I know that, but…” She trailed off, not really knowing the answer. She only knew that doing nothing made her extremely uncomfortable, like a sharp itch she couldn’t scratch.

      With a breath she shoved that feeling deep down.

      She wasn’t here to fix Mithranar’s problems.
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      He waited, still as stone, fully shrouded in the darkness of the alley. The stink of sewerage from the gutters was inescapable, though he breathed though his mouth as much as he could, trying to ignore the nausea twisting his stomach.

      A light footstep and faint movement in the shadows to his left was the only warning he had of her arrival. Something unnameable thrilled through him, making him want to smile like an idiot. She’d actually come—she’d meant her offer. Two weeks since her return, yet he hadn’t truly believed it until this moment.

      “You’re good at that,” she said softly.

      “Standing still? It takes practice.”

      “I’m sure it does. Delightful place you’ve chosen to meet.” She stepped into the faint light cast from the main street beyond the alley, clearly trying to get a better look at his face.

      Habit made him check his magic, ensuring his glamour was smooth over his face and body, flawless. He shifted his stance slightly too, keeping her from easy reach of the wings tightly furled at his back. Glamour could hide the wings from sight under a loose cloak. It wouldn’t hide them from touch. And this woman would notice any tiny thing out of place.

      It should disturb him, make him uneasy. It didn’t. Instead, perversely, he enjoyed the challenge of staying a step ahead of such a skilled adversary.

      And an adversary she remained, despite her offer of help. His song magic had told him her offer was genuine. She did want to help him. And her pain… his chest clenched each time he remembered how raw, how deep and aching it had been, leaping across the room and hitting him with all the force of a runaway carriage. He would have done anything in his power to erase that pain… but there was nothing he could do, except listen and not betray how powerfully her emotion was affecting him.

      But behind that genuine emotion had been more, hidden behind the cool mask she’d perfected long before ever coming to Mithranar. And from what he knew of her, especially knowing she was one of the Dumnorix, she hadn’t come back to Mithranar just because she wanted to help him. She had another purpose.

      He couldn’t trust her until he learned what that was. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t accept her help—he’d never trusted Navis or Saniya, and they helped him plenty.

      “I’ve been thinking about your offer to help, and there’s something I could really use your assistance with. You’ve got more expertise than I with such things.”

      Navis still hadn’t reported back to him with any results, but Talyn’s offer meant he now had another—better—way to get information on the gang wearing copper masks. The Shadowhawk couldn’t reveal it, but Prince Cuinn knew enough about the Twin Thrones Callanan to know that she was the perfect person to help him learn more about the group.

      Her eyebrow lifted. “Colour me intrigued. What is it?”

      “You remember I told you about the series of murders that happened in the Poor Quarter before you left? And that I’d connected one of the killers to an unknown person who made an unusually large weapons’ purchase?”

      “Right.” Her breath expelled in a rush. “I owe you a large debt of thanks for that information. If you hadn’t come to me with it… I don’t think I would have gone out to Sparrow Island on the night they went after Prince Cuinn.”

      “You’re welcome.” The words came out automatically, but they felt silly. He’d technically saved his own life by telling her what he had, but what Talyn Dynan and the Wolves had done for him that night… it still took his breath away.

      “More than that, I’ve spoken to Andres and Theac. I know that you saved Andres’ life recently.” Her voice was full of gratitude—gratitude and relief—and the sincerity of it hit him like another sledgehammer. “Thank you.”

      He cleared his throat. He couldn’t afford his reaction to her emotions to interfere with his glamour, so he forged on without acknowledging her thanks. “That’s part of what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      “Andres’ attackers wore copper masks like the one worn by the killer that you interrupted.” She nodded, seemingly also glad to shift away to a more businesslike topic. “Did you know the assassins who attacked Prince Cuinn wore the same masks?”

      “I heard, yes.” He’d seen them, that night. “I never told you how I was so sure the murders were linked.” He gave her a look. “You were a little impatient the night I came to talk to you.”

      She met his look, held it, until he smiled and continued. “There were notes on all the bodies. Each note only had a single word written on it… Vengeance.”

      She froze. It was only for the barest of instants, but to his magic her shock was clear and obvious. “What does that mean?” Her voice remained casual, almost uninterested.

      “I don’t know. But one of the people I work with… she helps me with logistics, storing supplies that we steal, helping me get people out of the city, that sort of thing. She and her people looked into the murders too—making sure the killers weren’t going to be a problem for them—and she tipped me off about the victims. I’m fairly confident they were all taking bribes from either corrupt City Patrolmen or winged folk.”

      “Bribes for finding more izerdia workers?” she asked.

      “I can’t say for sure. The bribes could have been for other things.”

      “The masks and notes are a tad theatrical, don’t you think?” She frowned, concentration filling her features. “What else can you tell me about the victims?”

      “Not much. They were all from outside the Poor Quarter though, and the bodies I saw were dressed well.”

      “Did you get a description of the person who made the weapons’ purchase?”

      He shook his head. “She wore a cloak and hood, so the smith couldn’t really make out what she looked like except she had fair skin and was human. He remembered her being in the store once, there with a young man who purchased the knife I took from one of the killers. The young man wasn’t hooded, and he matched the description of the one I chased.”

      “Copper masks,” she mused. “Mithranar mines copper, right, in the north?”

      “Copper and izerdia are the two ways our country survives,” he said. “The wood we export from the northern forests adds a nice bonus but without the first two our treasury would collapse. You think there’s a link between that and the masks?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe. None of this makes a lot of sense to me, though. The shift from individual murders to a full-blown assassination mission? Those two things take different skillsets and usually have different motivations, not to mention the difference in the resources required. In my experience, that’s two different perpetrators, not the same gang.”

      “I thought about that,” he said. “And I wondered if maybe they’re not linked—putting the masks aside, just because the blacksmith saw the woman who made the weapons’ order with the man who bought the knife doesn’t mean they’re from the same gang. They might just be associates of some kind. But there are two things that make me think different.”

      “Go on.” Her sapphire eyes met his, interested. It stopped him dead for a moment. He’d never had this, not ever. Someone to talk things through with, to bounce ideas off of, someone he trusted—maybe not to tell him everything, but to have the right intentions.

      It was… warming.

      “First, the second murder I saw, it was public and there was more than one killer in the room, three I think, which tells me there was more than one person behind the killings. Second, if you think about it, the motives are similar. If the humans are being murdered because they’re taking bribes from winged folk, then that suggests the killers are after vengeance, just like the notes say. And killing the queen of Mithranar—the winged folk queen… well, if you hate the winged folk, then she’s the best target you could aim for.”

      “You’re thinking their vengeance is directed at the winged folk? You could be right,” she murmured. “But vengeance for what? I know humans are treated badly, but this seems personal, specific… and why now?” Her gaze went momentarily distant—he’d noticed her do it occasionally, and each time she did his magic got a flash of emotional warmth and rightness, a peculiar mix he’d never encountered before. He wondered what was going on in her head to cause it. “But going after Andres, reverting to a single-target attack on the street… why the shift back after such a big statement like going after the queen?”

      A faint smile crossed his face. “I suspect you took out rather a significant chunk of their fighting strength, Captain. It would be nice to think they were finished, but…”

      “They’re not,” she said decidedly. “Just rebuilding. And going after Andres… their vengeance may have broadened to include those who foiled their assassination attempt. That worries me, because it means what may have started out as pure motives, or what they liked to think was pure, are becoming tangled, more violent. No longer rational.”

      “I worry that you’re right,” he said softly. “There’s something you should see.”

      He moved away, towards the end of the alley, careful to remain within its shadow. Once she was beside him, he pointed across the street to an open space between two ramshackle buildings. Charred bits of wood were the only remnants of what had been there. “That was the blacksmith’s shop. The fire happened two days after you foiled the attack on Prince Cuinn.”

      “I want to see it.”

      She was off and across the street before he could respond. He waited, ensuring nobody was passing by, before crossing with quick strides and shifting into the darkness at the edge of the ashes that had once been a smithy. She moved with purpose through the rubble, eyes scanning for any interesting detail.

      It was something he’d already done, and he didn’t tell her about the note burning a hole in his pocket—the one he’d found waiting for him when he’d first searched the ruins.

      ‘We know you told the foreigner about us. Watch for us in the night’

      “You know nothing more about this group?”

      He started, so lost in his thoughts he hadn’t noticed her approach. It was a slip. He cursed himself for it. “I’ve told you everything I know.”

      She searched his face for a long moment, then nodded. “Good.”

      “So now you tell me what you know.” It was a test, thrown out to see if she would be honest with him. He hadn’t forgotten her strong reaction to his first mention of the word vengeance.

      “Only what you’ve told me,” she said briskly. “Why do you care about this? You actively work against the winged folk, and while I know you eschew violence, what does an attempted assassination of the prince of song matter to you?”

      The irony was delightful, and he had to hold back a smile. “Technically it was an attempted assassination of the queen. But, still… no matter their motives, violence doesn’t help anyone, especially Dock City or its people, Captain, and that’s ultimately all I care about.”

      Her gaze returned to the ashes. “I’ll help you track them down.”

      “Thank you.” Relief flickered through him. Something about Vengeance made him so uneasy it set his teeth on edge. “So what’s next?”

      Her smile flashed, but it wasn’t amusement he saw. No, it was a hint of smugness edged with cool confidence. “They murdered their blacksmith and destroyed his shop. Find out who their new supplier of weapons is. That’s something you can do better and faster than me. Once you have, contact me.”

      Her words placed him firmly in the ‘subordinate’ column, which he disliked intensely, but her suggestion was clever. He should have thought of it himself. “I’ll get on it.”

      “Also, you said you were tipped off about the victims by someone you work with?” she said. “If she knew that, she probably knows more. Press her for it. Any chance you could get me in front of her?”

      “I doubt it. She’s as paranoid as I am. But I’ll see what I can do.” He glanced around. “We shouldn’t linger here where we can be seen.”

      She didn’t question that, instead walking away from the rubble and into the darkness of a nearby street. Assuming that was her polite farewell, he followed slowly, surprised to find that instead of disappearing into the darkness, she was waiting for him.

      “Can I ask your advice on something?”

      Astonishment almost sent him rocking back on his heels, but he was too well-practiced at hiding for that. The alley was almost completely dark, so he couldn’t see much of her face. He glanced around. Anxiety always simmered in his chest when he was out on the streets as the Shadowhawk, and it was more intense now that he was with her. The consequences for her if she were seen with him… and he wouldn’t be able to do anything about it. “You can ask me anything,” he found himself saying, despite the danger of sticking around too long.

      She settled against the wall, seemingly unbothered by whatever might be coated on its surface, and crossed her arms over her chest. “The reason I was so angry the night you came to me with the information about the weapons’ purchase… I’d had a run in with a Falcon officer earlier in the day.”

      The story she went on to relate turned the dinner he’d eaten earlier to bitter nausea in his stomach. It took all he had to stay still and not let the intensity of his shame and anger to show on his face.

      “Yet nobody here seems bothered by it,” she said, frustration edging her voice. “Even Theac says there’s nothing to be done. But I can’t… I can’t be here and not do anything. I just can’t.”

      “And you want my advice on what to do?” he asked, surprised.

      “You’re the one person I’ve met here that seems willing to do something, anything, to try and change what’s accepted as the status quo,” she said.

      “Don’t put me on a pedestal. The bitter truth is that there’s very little I can do to change how things work here.” He let his sincerity show in his voice as he spoke—he didn’t want her believing things about him that weren’t true. “Don’t forget the reason for my lightning symbol—what I do is brief, a flash, then it’s swallowed by the darkness.”

      She chuckled. “You’re a criminal. Don’t worry, you’re nowhere near a pedestal in my mind. I just… well, I wanted to see what you thought.”

      “Theac’s a good man. And the painful truth is that he’s right.” Cuinn hadn’t known this though, hadn’t known some of the winged folk treated the human servants this way. He should have known, but he hadn’t. “Here’s a thought, though. You said the attack you interrupted happened at nightfall, probably after the servant had finished her work for the day?”

      “Right.”

      “What if you offered your off duty Wolves as escorts for the human servants at the palace after nightfall?” He cocked his head, regret filling his voice. “It won’t make any of them completely safe, but at least they know they can come straight to the Wolf barracks once they finish work for the day—or whatever time their shift finishes during the night—and have an escort to take them safely out of the palace.”

      The frustration on her face cleared and she pushed away from the wall. “That’s workable.”

      “It’s not without risk,” he warned. “The Falcons won’t like it and it will make you even less liked amongst them. There’s a chance Ravinire orders you to stop.”

      “I couldn’t care less about annoying Falcons.” She dismissed his concern. “If anyone asks, we’ll just say we’re offering the escorts because of the break-in back in Twomonth and the more recent assassination attempt—an extra safeguard. Thank you.”

      “Any time. I’m going to go. I don’t want us lingering here too long.”

      “Agreed. Good luck with finding the new smith.”

      “Captain?” His words caught her as she began walking away. She half-turned, one eyebrow lifted in query. “Don’t think I didn’t notice that you were holding something back earlier. I’d like to trust you, but I can’t do that while you’re keeping things from me.”

      He moved away in the opposite direction before she could respond, not needing or wanting a response.

      It would only be a lie.
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      “It doesn’t quite fit, does it? Shia and Ranar described Vengeance as a gang trading in the profits of weapons sales and slaves, but their actions seem to be specifically targeted at getting some sort of payback against the winged folk, and now your Wolves,” Sari mused.

      “Agreed. But think about it—they had mercenary niever-flyers as part of that assassination attempt,” Talyn said. “That speaks to significant resources.”

      “So you think they’re just using vengeance against winged folk oppression as a cover for their real activities?”

      Talyn considered that from various angles. “Or… maybe that’s how they’re recruiting gang members, by playing on the humans’ hatred and fear of the winged folk.”

      “I still think something is missing.”

      Talyn sighed. She and Sari had been having this same discussion ever since she’d met with the Shadowhawk a few days earlier. Neither had come to a satisfying conclusion yet.

      He’d given her the piece of the puzzle she’d needed though. The word vengeance written on their notes—this was the group that the Callanan were interested in. The chances two gangs were running around calling themselves Vengeance were too slim for consideration.

      It seemed less and less likely that the Shadowhawk was wittingly involved with them. She was convinced his desire to stop them was sincere; he wouldn’t have asked for her help hunting them if he was secretly a member of their group.

      Pushing the topic of Vengeance aside for later rumination, Talyn finished buckling on her daggers and yanked her front door open. She was already late to join the beginning of Cuinn’s evening guard shift.

      Shouts and cries of excitement filling the warm air drew her attention as she came through the common room and stepped outside. An alleya game was taking place on the training yard. Intent on hurrying to join Halun’s shift, she nonetheless stopped dead at the sight of Tiercelin amongst the players.

      And not only Tiercelin, but four teal-clad Falcons as well.

      Andres came out of the door behind her, smiling as he caught the look on her face. “I know it was hard for you and the other talons, losing Lord Stormflight, but he’s made some interesting changes amongst parts of the WingGuard. A handful of them are here most afternoons, and I swear I saw some of our human Wolves over at the main Falcon barracks the other day.”

      “Really?” She turned to him in delighted surprise.

      Andres nodded.

      The two of them lingered, watching the game. The sight of winged folk and humans interacting so naturally was like a breath of fresh air in the cloyingly humid afternoon. It made her wonder how many other winged folk thought or felt warmly towards humans but were too scared to show it. Or worse, never even thought about humans as actual people just like they were, with the same thoughts and feelings and hopes, because they never had a chance to see differently.

      None of those who had joined the Wolves were from noble families, which was telling in itself. Still, it was the noble folk, or at least those with power, that had the most to lose if they held dissenting opinions, and she was sure there were more of them like Tiercelin than anyone guessed.

      How to reach them?

      The Shadowhawk’s work was part of the puzzle—although she remained uncomfortable with how far outside the law he operated—but change had to come from within. The Wolves had started something in helping with the floods and winning the alleya game, or there wouldn’t have been such a backlash, but to continue was dangerous.

      “I thought you weren’t here to start a revolution? Investigating for the Callanan, cracking open this Vengeance gang, and not doing anything to risk getting kicked out, wasn’t it?” Sari asked.

      “Helping some small changes along isn’t starting a revolution,” she said primly.

      “Sure it isn’t.”

      “Talk to Liadin or Kiran and ask them to have a quiet word with Tiercelin for me,” she told Andres, naming the two winged folk in his detail. “I don’t want to make it obvious, but let Tiercelin know if he’d like me to keep training him in sabai, I’d be happy to. It might be something he could pass on to his wing-mates.”

      Tye nodded. “I’ll speak to Liadin tonight. I think he’s got some friends in Lord Stormflight’s wing.”

      “Thanks, Andres.”

      “By the way, we had two palace servants drop by the barracks last night,” he said, a cheerful note entering his voice. “I hope that means more will start taking us up on our offer.”

      “Me too. No concerns from the Wolves doing this on their off duty time?”

      “Not even a peep.” Andres smiled. “So far we’ve just asked for a volunteer from whoever is still down in the mess at the time. I did one of the escorts last night. Talon Parksin was talking about drawing up a roster if it gets busier.”

      It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him that as a talon, he didn’t have to do the escorting himself, but held herself back. Her talons had command responsibility but that didn’t mean they were above any task the Wolves in their details were expected to do. “Make sure you come and get me for one of the escorts if there’s nobody else around.”

      Andres smiled slightly, then straightened and saluted. “If I may say, Captain Dynan, you’re a breath of fresh air in this place.”

      She chuckled. “Oh, get away with you.”

      His smile widened a little further. “I think I might go down and join the game.”

      

      She was walking so quickly, even more delayed after lingering with Andres, that it took her a moment longer than usual to notice the man loitering in the shadows by a pillar along an empty walkway.

      Her footsteps slowed to a halt. “Savin.”

      “Good afternoon, Captain.” He bowed his head slightly. “I was surprised to hear you’d returned to Mithranar.”

      “Were you?” She kept her voice bland. Theac had already told her he’d seen absolutely nothing of Savin since her departure. It had only been a few months, but still, it was interesting, making her wonder whether Savin had ever intended to report to Theac as he’d promised her.

      “You proved to be an excellent commander, Captain Dynan. I presume our arrangement will continue as before?”

      “I thought we already had an arrangement. Yet Theac tells me he’s not seen you since I left.”

      “There was no reason for it.”

      “And yet here you are.”

      “Because now there’s a reason.” A hint of impatience entered his voice, artful enough she could tell it was deliberate. “I’m here to tell you that any information you have for Shia Thorineal should be passed through me.”

      She stiffened. “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      “Six thrices, you’re a Callanan!” Shock burned through her. “What in flea-bitten hell were you doing last time I was here? Watching me?”

      “Neither of those things.” His voice was infuriatingly calm. “I’m not Callanan. I’m simply acting as a go-between.”

      “Oh, really? Well, I’m not telling you shit,” she said heatedly. “For all I know the First Blade has never heard of you and you’re just after any information I have.”

      He said nothing, but a moment later he stepped away from the pillar, brandishing a piece of parchment for her to take before walking away and quickly disappearing from view. Keeping an eye out to make sure he didn’t return, she unfolded the parchment.

      “That’s the First Blade’s seal.”

      “And Shia’s signature. I’d recognise it anywhere.” Talyn crumpled it in her hand. “What in six thrices is going on?”

      “I don’t know. If Savin is Callanan, then what was he doing contacting you during your posting here? Spying on you?” Sari sounded as irritated as she did. “And why didn’t Shia or Ranar mention him to you? If he’s already working with you at her request, she should have just told you he’d be your contact here.”

      “Unless his meeting with me last time I was here had nothing to do with the Callanan and she knows nothing about it.”

      “Neither of those options makes me happy,” Sari grumbled.

      “I suddenly feel like I’ve walked into a situation without knowing the full story. Am I really here to investigate for Shia, or is something else going on?”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m not sure yet.”
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      Cuinn waited until Zamaril’s detail took over from Halun’s, then left his tower to go and join his friends for drinks. After an alleya game earlier in the day, he’d whiled away the remainder of the afternoon losing himself in his harpsichord and the music he could draw out of it, but the walls of his tower had eventually started closing in on him. He hated being idle when there was so much work to be done as the Shadowhawk. Irial’s message inviting him out had been the distraction he needed. Once he’d spent a few full-turns drinking with his friends, it would be late enough to head down into Dock City.

      He planned to leave messages for Navis and Saniya—the information broker could probably find Vengeance’s new weapons’ supplier faster than he could, and he wanted to see what else Saniya knew about the gang.

      He’d just stepped out onto his bridge and was about to launch into flight when Mithanis and a handful of Falcons dropped out of the sky. Cuinn’s heart sank. A visit from his eldest brother was never a good thing. Mithanis generally avoided him where possible.

      “If you’ve come to join Irial and me for drinks, you’re always welcome, Brother.” He smiled cheerfully, hoping to forestall whatever had brought Mithanis to him. Irial Swiftwing—eldest son of Queencouncil member Lord Tarich Swiftwing—was one of only a handful of Cuinn’s friends that his brother approved of.

      Mithanis waved an impatient hand. “I’m going down to Dock City. You’re coming with me. Bring your rabble of a guard detail.”

      “That’s such a lovely invitation, but I’d rather go and cool down with some ale. Irial gets annoyed when I leave him waiting.” Cuinn’s gaze shifted to the man hovering at Mithanis’ shoulder—Idrian Iceflight—and tensed. For a flight-leader who reported directly to the Falcon, Iceflight was Mithanis’s shadow more often than not. He stared at Cuinn with a flat glare. Cuinn contemplated punching him. After what Talyn had told him, he was certain his disgust for the man would override any fallout from his song magic.

      “It wasn’t an invitation,” Mithanis said flatly.

      “Why’s your lapdog here?” he asked, gesturing at Iceflight, enjoying how the man tensed at his insult. The feeling didn’t last, satisfaction replaced quickly by shame that insults were the best he could do against a man who’d done what he had. It sickened him.

      “Why do you care?” Mithanis was growing irritated. “I’m not going to stand here and debate with you, Cuinn. Come with me. Now.”

      Cuinn let out an entirely genuine sigh. “If you want me to bring the Wolves, we’ll have to walk.”

      “You don’t say.” Mithanis was already walking away, Idrian pacing him. The remainder of his Falcon detail had vanished into the sky.

      “Zamaril!” Cuinn called as he followed after his brother.

      The ex-thief materialised at his side a moment later. “Your Highness?”

      “My brother has invited us to take a walk down to Dock City with him. Please don’t trip over your shoes or do anything else to embarrass me.”

      Zamaril bowed his head and melted away to give orders to the rest of his detail. It amused Cuinn, how well Talyn had trained the too-cocky, smart-mouthed criminal. Zamaril hadn’t displayed even a hint of the irritation he felt at Cuinn’s rudeness, despite the fact his song magic picked it up as clear as day.

      

      Unease turned from a prickle to a lurch in his stomach the closer they got to Dock City. Cuinn couldn’t remember the last time the prince of night had visited the human city, and he’d never dragged Cuinn along with him.

      Mithanis kept up a brisk stride as they walked down the winding wall path. Iceflight walked at Mithanis’s shoulder with Cuinn left to follow a step behind. A not unusual insult. Mithanis liked to display his dominance. Cuinn had to squash the temptation to summon Zamaril to walk beside him—he would have enjoyed the thief’s company.

      On reaching the base of the wall Mithanis set off through the Wall Quarter, his very appearance and Iceflight’s stony glare keeping the residents on the streets well away from their party. They walked through a bubble of isolation that had Cuinn gritting his teeth.

      He detested it. Detested that there was such distance between humans and winged folk. They were countrymen. He was their prince. He didn’t want them to be scared of him and his family.

      But they were. They were terrified, the fear evident on their faces despite the presence of the Wolves. Several times he had to fight the urge to look around and reassure himself that Zamaril’s detail was close by. Whatever Mithanis was planning, it wasn’t going to be good.

      Cuinn’s stomach sank as it became clear his brother was heading for the tunnel entrance where the izerdia workers came out each day. He finally gave in and glanced back—Zamaril was a pace behind, his gaze scanning their surroundings, his human Wolves spread out through the street and doing the same. Jessra Cloudwing, the detail’s only winged guard, hovered above, close enough to Cuinn that she could get to him quickly if he were attacked.

      Several of Mithanis’s Falcons hovered higher above, their wings gleaming bright against the blue sky.

      When they emerged onto the street where the tunnel entrance was, Mithanis walked straight over to the two City Patrolmen waiting for the day’s workers to return. Three Falcons lingered a short distance off, ready to take away the izerdia.

      “You!” Mithanis snapped at the Patrolmen, pointing to the nearby packages of food waiting for the returning workers. “What are those?”

      Cuinn’s heart plummeted further.

      “I… Your Highness.” The older Patrolman stammered. “We are… that is, the—”

      “Have you lost the power of speech, or are you just a fool?” Iceflight interrupted. The man never raised his voice that Cuinn had noticed, but he had a way of speaking that sliced right to the core, cold and cutting—impressive, since he didn’t have a hint of song magic. Bitterness churned in Cuinn’s stomach at forcing himself to stand there and do nothing.

      “Food, Your Highness. Flight-leader.” The hapless Patrolman swallowed. Sweat beaded his forehead. His partner stood dumb, face as white as a sheet.

      “Food for who?” Mithanis asked.

      “The workers. When they come back.”

      Mithanis smiled, an empty, cold smile. “And who authorised that?”

      The poor Patrolman was trembling now. The sweat beading on his forehead started to drip down his face. Cuinn could feel his terror and anxiety and it burned him. He wanted to step forward and tell Mithanis to leave him alone, to leave them all alone, but he was too cowardly for that. Instead he stood by and watched.

      “Nobody, Your Highness. The local shops and stalls package up any perishable leftovers they have after the day’s trade and leave them for the workers.”

      “I see.” Mithanis turned to Cuinn. “Brother, tell your Wolves to clear away these packages. See that they’re destroyed.”

      Cuinn froze, for a moment his playboy façade not instinctively kicking in. Instead his voice came out sharp and shocked. “What?”

      “Have you turned the fool now, too?” Mithanis said impatiently. “You heard me. Tell your rabble to clear the food away.”

      He scrambled for a response, a way of managing this that didn’t involve challenging Mithanis or destroying the food. “I’m not sure what harm it does, Mithanis. Why are we bothering with this? It’s human business.”

      “You’re not sure what harm it does?” Mithanis stepped up to him, mouth curling. “Those workers are criminals paying off a penalty for their crimes. I don’t want them rewarded with rich meals. They’ll go soft and production levels will fall.”

      “They’re not all criminals, they—”

      “Enough!” It was a single word, but combined with a punch of Mithanis’ song magic, it hit Cuinn hard, and he folded instantly.

      “Zamaril?” It came out as a croak, and he had to clear his throat, say the name again. He felt so sick he started panicking that he might actually vomit all over his brother’s shoes.

      The Wolf came over, pale blue eyes glancing warily between him and his brother. “Your Highness?”

      “Tell your detail to clear away those food packages and destroy them.” Cuinn filled his voice with song magic, not giving Zamaril a chance to even think about protesting. It made him even sicker, manipulating the man so blatantly, but he couldn’t give the Wolf any room to challenge Mithanis. He would die for it.

      “Your Highness.” Zamaril bowed his head and walked away to address his detail.

      “Next time I tell you to do something, I don’t want a debate out of you, Cuinn,” Mithanis said.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, hating himself. Hating his brother. “I’m not sure why you felt the need to drag me down here, though. Your own Falcons could have handled this.”

      “Your Wolves are too well liked in Dock City,” Mithanis murmured. “I needed to do something to counter that. You understand, I’m sure.”

      He managed a nod, a lazy smile. It almost broke him. After everything he’d done to set up the food packages to help the workers, Mithanis had taken it away with a mere click of his fingers.

      Anger and guilt and shame burned through trembling muscles. He felt worthless. He was worthless.

      “You will send your Wolves down here tomorrow, and the day after, and the day after that, to keep destroying those food packages until the humans get the message,” Mithanis continued. “Do you think you can manage to wrap your wine-soaked brain around that, Brother?”

      “I’ll do it,” he said, allowing the real fear he felt to seep into his voice and bearing. As he’d expected, Mithanis’s song magic picked up on it, and satisfaction spread over his handsome features. His brother enjoyed soaking in the fear of those around him. Cuinn supposed it made him feel in control.

      Mithanis stepped away, spreading his night-black wings. “Enjoy your drinks with Irial. Pass on my greetings, will you?”

      Cuinn nodded, managed a smile. Iceflight tossed him a smug look and then followed Mithanis into the sky.

      

      The Wolves were a despondent group as they walked back up the wall. Cuinn should have followed his brother and Iceflight into the sky, left the Wolves behind to carry out their grim task and make their own way back. It would have demonstrated his overt contempt for the Wolves, the contempt he’d carefully cultivated.

      But after what they’d been forced to do, he didn’t have the heart to abandon them.

      Zamaril glanced at him a few times as they walked, expression stony, but said nothing. The Wolves’ watchfulness, their careful attention to his safety, didn’t waver despite what had just happened. It broke his heart. They didn’t deserve this.

      Once they reached his tower, Cuinn stopped by the door.

      “Your Highness?” Zamaril’s voice, carefully modulated, sounded from behind him.

      “Yes?”

      “Are you joining Lord Swiftwing for drinks?”

      “No.” He summoned a smile that didn’t feel like it was even halfway convincing and pushed open his door. “I think I’m going to take a nap instead.”

      He barely made it to his bathing room before emptying the entire contents of his stomach into the privy. Once his stomach was done heaving, he sagged against the cool marble wall, wings bunched uncomfortably behind him, sweat slicking his skin.

      In a few turns it would be dark and his Wolf detail would be settled in around the outside of his tower for the night. Then he’d go down to Dock City and find Petro.

      They needed to make sure the stallholders and shop owners stopped providing food for the izerdia workers immediately. He couldn’t put the Wolves through that again.

      And then… he didn’t know what or how, or where he would get the strength for it, but he needed to come up with another plan.

      Another way to help.
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      “How are the new recruits going?”

      “A week in, and they’re already thoroughly terrified of Theac.” Talyn sprinted forward two steps and then leapt high into the air, using every shred of Callanan ability she had. Tiercelin dropped towards her, wings spread, training sword slicing down. She twisted mid-air, and as they passed in a rush, she swung her weapon around and tapped him in the back of the head with it. Tiercelin’s wings flared as he came to a soft landing while Talyn dropped hard, jarring her knees.

      “That was quite a leap, Captain,” Tiercelin noted. “Even for a Callanan, I would imagine.”

      She sucked in a breath, giving herself a moment to reply. Since discovering that she did indeed have winged folk blood, she’d been testing her leaping skills to the limit. It rankled that maybe she hadn’t been the best of her Callanan peers because of the hard work and effort she’d put it, but because of extra ability thanks to her father’s legacy.

      “Oh for goodness sakes. Always such a perfectionist. I was hoping you might have lost that smug edge in all your miserable depression and misplaced guilt.”

      “Ha! Like you weren’t ten times cockier than I was.”

      “We’re not talking about me.” Her partner sniffed.

      “I’m fuelled by anger,” she muttered in answer. It was true enough. Zamaril’s account of what Mithanis had forced his detail to do—of what Cuinn had stood there and allowed them to do—had left her in a white-hot rage. Unable to show that to anyone but Theac, she’d been channelling it into more intense training than usual.

      As glad as she was to be back with her Wolves, and much as she was enjoying hunting Vengeance, incidents like what had happened with the food she found deeply confronting. And being able to do literally nothing about it… that challenged the very fundamentals of who she was.

      She glanced at Tiercelin in surprise when she realised he hadn’t tried to contradict her—she’d expected a million questions from him since admitting her winged folk ancestry, but instead there’d been none. He seemed content to let things lie. It was totally unlike him.

      Shrugging off the curiosity, she went at him, fast and hard. He stepped away in a quick move, sweeping low with his sword in an attempt to cut her ankles out from under her. She jumped high again, but this time he rose to meet her with one mighty beat of his wings. They crossed blades twice in a rapid blur of movement before gravity won and Talyn’s body dropped towards the damp ground, Tiercelin once again landing much more gracefully.

      They stood there, panting. After wrestling with herself for a long moment, she summoned the courage to raise what she’d been wanting to ever since her return.

      “Can I ask you something?” She hesitated. “About my Callanan magic.”

      He nodded. “I hope you know you can ask me anything.”

      “I had a Callanan partner,” she began, and he was still and silent as she told him everything. The third telling—after Theac and the Shadowhawk—was slightly easier. “Theac thought that maybe I struggled so much because it had something to do with my magic, with that scarring you said you found the night of the floods when you tried to heal me.”

      Tiercelin’s dark face brightened. “That would explain it perfectly. What if Callanan partners blend their magic after so many years in such close proximity? Particularly if you’re required to build the intimate level of trust and awareness you just described.”

      She swallowed. “So when Sari died…”

      “The magical bond you shared was torn in half.” Tiercelin sobered, taking a half-step towards her. “Oh, Captain, I can’t even imagine—”

      “Don’t. Please.” She made a sharp gesture. “It’s still too… raw. I can’t deal with sympathy.”

      He cleared his throat. “I’m not a fully-fledged healer yet, but most people, even winged folk, don’t really understand the depth of what we do. The human spirit is a powerful thing, for all of us. In simplistic terms, our healing magic uses that spirit inside everyone to help heal.” Tiercelin’s face glowed as he talked, and she stifled a smile. “The most advanced healers can go even further… well, I’m getting off track.”

      “Just a little.” She smiled. “It’s okay.”

      “I think the magic that Callanan partners possess allows them to share a spiritual bond, too. And yours would have been stronger, because you’ve got full winged folk magic.” He cleared his throat, something indefinable crossing his face. “The spirit wound that Sari’s death created in you would have been almost impossible to overcome without our healing magic. Physically you recovered, but your spirit never did. Depression, unusual physical tiredness, constant anxiety… I would expect all those symptoms.”

      “I hear her,” Talyn blurted out. Her heart thudded, but she forced herself past the fear to ask the question she most dreaded the answer to. “Like she’s still talking to me… in my head. Is that… do you think something is wrong with me?”

      He stepped closer. “No, I don’t,” he said softly. “I think that when your bond snapped at her death, a part of her stayed with you. You would have been too closely entwined to completely separate. Her voice is the bit of her that never left you, Captain.”

      She turned aside, blinking back tears, her throat so tight with emotion she couldn’t have spoken even if she wanted to. He kept his distance until she had herself under control. If he was right… he’d just given her the most precious gift she’d ever received.

      “You understand that means…” His voice was soft, hesitant. “There would have been a part of you that died with her too.”

      That made an odd kind of sense. She was different since Sari’s death, and not just as a result of grief and guilt. She wasn’t as collected as she’d once been, she got angrier faster, struggled more to deal with that anger. Maybe those controlled parts of her had been entwined with Sari, lost when she’d died.

      “If you wanted… I could help with the healing,” he offered. “It’s not unusual for winged folk, song mages in particular, to struggle with—”

      “No.” She shook her head. Never. “I think I’m healing on my own. It’s slow, and unimaginably hard some days, but I don’t want that wound to go away completely. It’s all I have left.”

      “Captain?” Theac appeared at the gate. “They’re ready for you.”

      Both she and Tiercelin started at the interruption, and Theac frowned. “Everything okay?”

      “Sure.” Tiercelin put his training sword back on the rack, then glanced at her. “Can we do this again soon? You keep me sharp, Captain.”

      “I’d like that.” She swallowed. “Thank you.”

      “Anytime.” He swept his wings into a deep and graceful bow, making her chuckle, before leaping into the air, no doubt to join morning drill with his own wing.

      “Someone sees him bowing at you like that and one of those flea-bitten Acondors will execute you for planning a coup or something equally ridiculous.” Theac glowered.

      She smiled, putting her sword away. “Admit it, Theac, you miss him.”

      “He’s a good lad,” Theac allowed.

      “You’re all very close,” Talyn murmured. “That can be a wonderful thing. And a painful one.”

      He nodded, shoulders sagging a little.

      She shook herself, waving him on and then falling into step as he led her through to the main drill yard where the Wolves from three of the existing four details waited for their sabai lesson. Zamaril, Halun and Andres were there too. Corrin’s detail was on shift with Cuinn. They’d all been for their morning wall run while Talyn trained with Tiercelin.

      Silence fell as she appeared, attention turning with focused sharpness to her. Theac left to take basic weapons’ training with the shiny new recruits that would eventually form the wing’s fifth and sixth details. For now they trained separately in the indoor training hall.

      “You’re all managing to implement the movements I’m teaching, but you need to concentrate on getting them perfect—right now I’m seeing a lot of sloppiness,” she told them. “A master of sabai can defeat multiple armed opponents without using any weapons themselves, but it takes focus. I want you to think about that as you train today. We won’t begin learning new moves until I see you’ve mastered these ones.”

      Catching movement out of the corner of her eye, she glanced around. Ravinire had landed at the gated entrance to the yard, red wings furling gracefully. Seeing him was a surprise. They hadn’t spoken directly since her arrival almost a month earlier.

      “Halun.” She waved him over. “Can you start them off with the spin moves we went through yesterday? Make sure they concentrate on the right form rather than speed. I’ll be with you in a moment.”

      She walked over to meet Ravinire, hot sunlight burning the skin of her arms and shoulders.

      “Captain Dynan.” Ravinire greeted her with a terse note to his voice that made her wary. “I’ve come here on some urgent business. I’d appreciate your help, if you have the time?”

      She frowned. “What’s happened?”

      He glanced around to make sure none of the Wolves were in earshot, then lowered his voice anyway. “There’s been a murder. The WingGuard have searched the citadel, and studied the scene in detail, but we can find no clues as to the identity of the killer. Given your background with the Callanan, I would appreciate it if you would take a look at the scene and tell me what you think.”

      Her wariness deepened. The request seemed plausible enough, but the last time Ravinire had faced a similar situation in the citadel he’d refused her offer of help, despite her background. “I haven’t heard anything about a murder,” she said, trying to draw him out a little.

      He looked uncomfortable. “We’re keeping it as quiet as possible for as long as we can.”

      “So someone important is dead, then.”

      “Very important, if the Falcon is dealing with it personally.” And it probably explained why he was seeking her help.

      “I’d be happy to take a look and offer my advice, sir,” she said, then turned towards the training Wolves. “Halun, Zamaril?”

      They crossed to her, saluting sharply in Ravinire's presence. She tried hard not to scowl at the extra emphasis in Zamaril’s showy salute. The thief had been angry since the incident down in the Wall Quarter with Mithanis. While she sympathised with him—she felt the same, after all—he needed to control himself better now that he held a leadership rank.

      “Halun, keep the Wolves working on those moves, I need to leave for a little while. Zamaril, I'd like you to come with us.”

      Ravinire threw her a frown as Halun crossed back to the Wolves and Zamaril turned toward them expectantly.

      “You know his background,” she said mildly. “I think he might be able to help, but it’s up to you, sir.”

      Ravinire’s gaze shifted between them, considering. The Falcon rarely gave away much of what he was feeling—no doubt a skill developed given the amount of time he spent around royal family members and nobility with song magic—but once again she got the sense that something else was going on. A slight tensing of Zamaril’s shoulders indicated he picked up on this too.

      Eventually Ravinire looked at Zamaril. “As long as you understand that what you’ll see is to remain absolutely confidential, Talon Lightfinger.”

      Zamaril’s gaze flicked to her, but he nodded, saying sincerely, “Yes, sir.”

      

      “Can I ask who the victim was, sir?” Talyn asked as it became clear the Falcon was leading them deep into the palace toward where the queen and elder princes’ quarters were.

      “There were two.” Ravinire’s glance brushed over her. “One of them was a Queencouncil member, Lord Ausul Goldfeather.”

      Beside her, Zamaril’s eyebrows shot upwards, but he said nothing. Talyn frowned, trying to recall what she knew of the Queencouncil—it governed Mithranar under the direction of the queen, its members drawn from the heads of the five most powerful noble families. They had as much input on choosing the heir as the reigning monarch, so they held legitimate power. She didn’t know much about Goldfeather, but recognised the name.

      “A political murder?” Sari mused.

      “We’ll need to take a look to be sure, but without any other information, I’m not sure what else it could be.”

      In the past Talyn had always been turned away before reaching anywhere near the queen’s or Queencouncil members’ quarters, not only by the high numbers of WingGuard stationed there but also by the busyness of the halls—nobles and clerks alike conducting the business of running a kingdom. It was the one area of the marvellous hill city where it seemed winged people actually worked. And none were welcoming of a human walking amongst them.

      Before she could ask about the second victim, Ravinire kept talking. “Ausul Goldfeather advises… advised… the queen on the country’s treasury. Queencouncil members merit a guard of two Falcons on their door at night and whenever they leave the citadel. Those arrangements were in place last night.”

      “From Flight-Leader Iceflight’s protection flight?” she asked.

      There was a heavy beat of silence, Ravinire’s gaze once again weighing on her, before he spoke. “Yes. I believe I’ve mentioned before that one wing is dedicated to the councillors. And before you ask, no, they were not from Tiercelin Stormflight’s detail.”

      “Does it matter?” Sari enquired.

      “Probably not.” Talyn considered. “The protection flight has some extra training in running a guard detail, but they’re nothing like Kingshield.”

      Ostentatious decoration was on show everywhere—the marble doorframes were edged in gold, and the tapestries hanging on the walls were made from expensive fabric and dyes. It wasn’t dissimilar to the Dumnorix palace in Ryathl or their fortress in Port Lachley, though instead of grey stone and darker colours, these royal quarters here were light and airy. Wall decorations depicted open skies and people in flight. A sluggish breeze drifted through the halls from the myriad of open windows and walkways.

      “Here we are.” Ravinire pointed as they approached a set of ornate double doors. Four Falcons stood in a line before them. One stepped forward as Talyn and Zamaril approached.

      “Falcon.” He saluted Ravinire while two others hurried to open the doors, allowing Ravinire, Talyn and Zamaril inside before closing the doors behind them. Ravinire’s aide, Firas Grasswing, waited inside.

      “Through here, please,” Grasswing said, leading the way across a spacious living area filled with expensive furniture and adornments. The windows looked out over a sunlit garden.

      A short hallway led to the councillor's bedroom. Grasswing and Ravinire stepped into the bedroom first, and both men watched Talyn and Zamaril carefully as they entered.

      She barely noticed, her attention focused on taking in every detail she could at first glance. As she entered the open space, the sharp scent of blood and decay hit her like a slap in the face. The thick, teal carpet was splattered with drying blood, as were the beige walls and ceiling.

      An enormous canopied bed sat in the centre of the room. Blue velvet drapes which would normally hang down around the edges of the bed had been drawn up, revealing the first body.

      “Six thrices! This isn’t a murder, it’s a massacre.” Sari’s shocked voice resounded through her head. “You’re not going to throw up again, are you?”

      “That was once. And I happened to have eaten a bad stew the night before.” Arguing with her dead partner seemed a good way to distract herself from the smell and gore laid out before her.

      “We both ate that stew.”

      It was true. The first time she’d seen a murdered body as a Callanan, she’d vomited into the bushes while Sari stood nearby, equally green-faced.

      A naked figure lay prone on the bed, arms and wings spread to either side and feet hanging over the end. His stomach had been ripped out completely, the bloody remains of his intestines sprawling onto the covers. Deep wounds gouged into his upper chest and throat. Another three lacerations cut through his left cheek and jaw, exposing bone. Feathers torn from his wings and soaked in blood were scattered over the bed and floor.

      “That’s Goldfeather?” Talyn clarified.

      “Yes.” Ravinire spoke tersely.

      It was horrific. Her gaze scanned the room for the second victim, glad for the excuse not to linger on Goldfeather’s destroyed body.

      There, a second winged man lay on the floor between the bed and the windows. His body was equally ripped apart, so it took a moment for her to recognise him.

      Iceflight.

      She froze. And stopped ignoring the way Ravinire and Grasswing were watching her, clearly intensely interested in her reaction to seeing the body. Anger turned her shoulders rigid and she spun to face him. Grasswing flinched. A part of her filed that away—he was a song mage.

      “You didn’t bring me here for my help,” she said coldly. “You wanted to see my reaction to the body. You think I did this?”

      Ravinire shrugged slightly. “You’ve never attempted to hide your feelings about the man.”

      Zamaril took a step towards them, fury snapping in his eyes too, but Talyn halted him with a single gesture. “I didn’t kill either man in this room.”

      Ravinire held her gaze for a long moment, then glanced over at Grasswing. The reason for his presence became clear—Ravinire wanted him reading their emotions when they saw the bodies. Her fury deepened.

      The young Falcon’s jaw clenched. “Genuine surprise sir, along with a helping of shock and disgust.” He hesitated. “And anger. From both of them.”

      Ravinire lifted a hand to rub at his forehead. “I didn’t really think you did this, Captain, but I had to be thorough.”

      “Then I’ll leave you to it,” she said icily, turning on her heel and stalking for the door, waving Zamaril ahead of her.

      “Captain!” Ravinire’s voice snapped out, firm and authoritative.

      She tensed, thought about ignoring him, then reluctantly turned. “Yes, sir?”

      “I’d appreciate your assistance, as I said.” He glanced at Grasswing. “You can go.”

      She huffed a breath, giving Firas a filthy look as he passed her in the hallway. His return glance wasn’t any nicer. “Assistance with what exactly?”

      The Falcon’s face registered annoyance at the lack of respect in her voice, but he let it go. Waiting until she re-joined him, he pointed wordlessly to the bed, not even blinking at the gruesome sight.

      She glanced to her right, where Zamaril stood. He was green, and she shifted her gaze away from him, not wanting him to feel embarrassed.

      “Perhaps you could tell me what happened here?” she asked. “Now that you’ve established I didn’t sneak in here and murder a Queencouncil member just so that I could get rid of Iceflight.”

      “Enough, Captain,” he said with quiet steel in his voice.

      “Sir,” she said, barely managing a civil tone.

      “Goldfeather retired to his room late last night after a dinner with friends. Two Falcons stood outside the doors all night and say they saw and heard nothing. When he didn't come out as scheduled this morning, they came in to investigate, and found him and Flight-Leader Iceflight like this.”

      “When did Iceflight enter the room?”

      “The guards never saw him enter.” Ravinire moved as if to rub his forehead again, but visibly stopped himself. “Either the flight-leader was already inside before Goldfeather returned from drinks, or he snuck in some other way.”

      “Were they lovers?” She asked the obvious question.

      “It’s possible, but Goldfeather is married, although his wife and children are away from the palace at the moment, taking a trip. And Iceflight, as far as I’m aware, preferred—”

      “Forcing human women. Yes, I’m aware.” Not giving Ravinire time to censure her for the comment, she continued, “What about these windows?” Talyn crossed to the large arched windows on the left side of the bed, peering out and down.

      The garden was three stories below and completely walled in by other buildings—from the similar shape of the windows in those walls, she guessed they were other personal quarters, probably belonging to other Queencouncil members.

      “Locked.” Ravinire showed her the catches, which were on the inside of the frame. Talyn opened one and peered down. She couldn’t see any tracks in the grass.

      “Zamaril.” Talyn turned to him. He hadn’t taken another step into the room and he was swallowing rapidly, gaze darting everywhere but at the bodies. “If you wanted to get in here without alerting the guards at the door, how would you do it?”

      Her question provided the distraction he needed, and he joined her at the window. “I would try the windows first.” He climbed up and balanced in the ledge outside. “Can you close the windows and lock them from the inside?”

      Talyn did as he asked, leaving him outside on the ledge. Once the windows were closed and locked, Zamaril spent a few minutes studying the outside of the frames, running lean fingers over their cracks and edges. When he was finished, he waved to her and she let him back in.

      “If those catches had been locked, I wouldn't have been able to get in,” he said.

      She looked at Ravinire. “And you’re certain they were locked when the bodies were discovered?”

      “I was the first here after the two guards who found the bodies. It was the first thing I checked.” The Falcon nodded.

      “Which means it’s unlikely the killers came through the windows,” Talyn said.

      Zamaril gave a confident nod. “If I couldn’t, nobody could. Unless they were let in by whoever was inside, of course.”

      “I see why you thought he’d be useful, Captain,” Ravinire murmured.

      Talyn ignored him, still musing aloud. “What if the windows were unlocked when the killer entered, and locked after he or she left?”

      “Then either the killer locked them himself, which means they would have had to leave through the front doors without the Falcons seeing them,” Zamaril said, “Or someone else came in here after the killer had left, saw the bodies, locked the windows, and left without raising the alarm or being seen. Both of those seem pretty unlikely.”

      Talyn turned to Ravinire. “Are there any other possible exits from these rooms, sir?”

      “There are windows in the main lounge, and the other bedrooms, but they were all locked from the inside, the same as these. The front doors are the only other way in or out.”

      She gave Zamaril a quick look. He nodded, moving off to check for himself. “And you’re confident that the Falcons didn’t leave their post all night?” she asked Ravinire.

      “They tell me they didn’t, and I believe them.”

      She wasn’t as confident as the Falcon. Protection detail could be boring. Especially in the middle of the night when nothing was happening and you’d much rather be in bed or out socialising with your friends. Getting distracted was easy. “Could they have left for a quick break, and they’re just covering for each other?”

      “I doubt it. And even if that was the case, then the attacker somehow knew the exact moment they would take a break. That seems unlikely.”

      “Not if one of the guards was bribed for that very purpose.”

      Ravinire’s face hardened into genuine anger at what she was suggesting, and she held a hand up to ward off his inevitable denial. “You asked for my expertise, sir. Guards can be bribed, no matter how much you trust your men. If you’re willing to consider that I was responsible for this, then you should be willing to check into both Falcons on guard last night.”

      “Fine.” He gave a jerky nod.

      There was a knock at the door, then Grasswing reappeared. He hesitated as he glanced between Talyn and Ravinire.

      “Out with it, Talon,” Ravinire snapped.

      “Sir. We’ve managed to establish that Flight-Leader Iceflight was in the barracks mess with Flight-Leader Brightwing and Captain Deepsky until well after Councillor Goldfeather returned to his rooms last night.”

      “Good work, Talon. Thank you.”

      Grasswing saluted and—with another cold look for Talyn—left the way he’d come.

      “So Iceflight came in through the windows.” She frowned. “And then either he or Goldfeather was careful enough to lock the window behind him. Odd, no?”

      “How so?”

      “Sir, none of the locks on Prince Cuinn’s windows are ever used. From what I can tell, that’s representative of the general laxness towards security in the palace. When you add the locked windows to the fact Iceflight came in here discreetly… well, it tells me they were being unusually careful. Why?”

      Ravinire lifted his hands in the air as if to say he had absolutely no idea. Zamaril reappeared then, giving her a little shake of the head. So definitely no other entry points apart from the windows and front doors.

      As Zamaril began to search through the room, Talyn walked over to study Goldfeather’s body. She bent over the mangled remains, frowning as she studied the wounds and lacerations. As she looked closer, something became clear. “Sir, these wounds weren’t inflicted by a weapon.”

      “What do you mean?” He came to stand beside her. Apart from a slight tightening of his mouth, there were no other signs of distress at being so close to such horrific injuries.

      “These wound patterns?” She pointed to the deep lacerations. “They look more like an animal attack.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “Before I became a Callanan, I was Aimsir. They hunt kharfa to provide meat and skins through the Calumnian winter for the rural villages cut off from regular supplies. It’s a vicious animal when angered. I've seen many injuries sustained from a kharfa attack, and these wounds look similar.” She looked up at him. “See how they’re ragged, torn, not clean slices like from a blade, or a puncture by an arrowhead?”

      “What sort of animal would have caused this?” Ravinire looked bewildered.

      “These wounds look like they were inflicted by sharp claws ripping at skin and muscle, and here, there are gnaw marks on his intestines.” Talyn kept her voice light, not letting herself imagine the horror of that.

      “Something ate him?” Disgust leaked into Ravinire’s voice, and he took only a quick glance at where she was pointing before turning away.

      “Something gnawed at him. I'd definitely say you're looking at an animal attack. Something strong and vicious, with sharp teeth and claws.”

      She moved over to conduct the same study of Iceflight’s body. It was no different, though a dark part of her struggled to find any sympathy for the horror in which he’d died. “It’s the same here, sir. Does that sound like any of the animals in Mithranar?”

      “What you’re describing sounds like something out of the forest, but that would be impossible. We haven’t ever had any of those creatures come up into the citadel.”

      She straightened, rolling her shoulders, glad to look away from the grisly sight. “Maybe someone brought one up.”

      “Captain?” Zamaril called out. He was standing in the corner of the room, looking up at the ceiling.

      “What is it?” She moved to stand next to him.

      “That's where I would get in.” Zamaril was pointing to a small air vent in the corner of the room, a square hole high up on the wall near the ceiling. She frowned—she’d seen many of these throughout the citadel. With a wooden grating fitted into the outside wall to prevent birds or other small creatures getting in, they were designed to allow air flow through the rooms as a measure against the humidity. But they were barely large enough to fit a child.

      “You could get through that?” Ravinire asked doubtfully.

      He shrugged. “Maybe. If not, I’d pay one of the street urchins down in the Poor Quarter to do it for me. There are plenty for hire—a lot of kids do stuff like that to gain entry into one of the gangs, like an initiation.”

      “Not up in the royal palace they don’t.” Ravinire huffed, an edge of impatience in his voice.

      “A kid didn’t do this,” Talyn agreed. “It was an animal attack.”

      “That makes sense too,” Zamaril said. “An animal would fit through there.”

      “Yes, but there is quite a large drop from that vent to the floor. What sort of animal could jump that distance without injury, and then get back up there?” Ravinire said.

      “A cat,” Zamaril said immediately, giving Ravinire a pointed look.

      She glanced between them. “A cat that has sharp claws and teeth, but is stronger and probably bigger than a regular cat. Presumably more vicious—maybe even carnivorous—too.”

      The Falcon looked uncomfortable. “You're describing a tawncat. One of the most dangerous creatures in the forest. They grow as large as a big dog, strong and agile and extremely vicious. Goldfeather and Iceflight wouldn't have stood a chance if one was let loose in here.”

      “No, indeed.” Talyn suppressed a shudder as she glanced back at the body.

      “There is one thing which dispels your theory that an animal did this.” Ravinire crossed to where a silk bag sat near the door and picked it up. From inside, he pulled out a small arrow, fletched with black feathers. A jagged lightning symbol had been etched into the shaft.

      Her heart thudded. It was an exact match to the arrows the Shadowhawk used. “What’s this?”

      “It’s the calling card of the Shadowhawk. He always leaves one behind after his activities.”

      “And you found it here?” she asked carefully, trying her best not to glance at Zamaril. The thief had gone very still at her side.

      Ravinire nodded. “On the bed beside Goldfeather’s head.”

      “Sir, it doesn’t make sense that the Shadowhawk would direct a tawncat to undertake the murder of a councillor and Falcon,” Zamaril said quietly.

      “Tawncats are not pets, Talon Lightfinger,” Ravinire snapped. “They are wild creatures. I have never known one to ever come up into the citadel, let alone be tamed.”

      “That doesn’t mean one can’t be,” Talyn pointed out. “And you said it yourself, sir, unless your guards were bribed, I haven’t heard any better theories for how this happened.”

      “Your next question should be why is a tawncat up in the citadel murdering my councillor and flight-leader?”

      All three of them spun towards the door as a beautiful winged woman swept into the room.

      The queen of Mithranar.

      She radiated assured power from every pore. Long, ash-blonde hair fell to her waist between stunning lilac wings, her eyes flinty blue chips. Ravinire stiffened and saluted, and Talyn hurriedly followed suit. Zamaril was only a second behind.

      “Your Grace,” Ravinire acknowledged.

      “Captain Dynan.” The queen’s eyes went straight to Talyn. “Welcome back to Mithranar.”

      “Thank you, Your Grace.”

      The ice blue eyes studied Talyn a moment longer, and then dismissed her. “Ravinire, you’d better have an explanation for what’s going on. Why has Ausul been murdered in his bed? What was a Falcon doing in here? And how did such a thing happen?”

      “So far we've managed to establish that both men were attacked—possibly by a tawncat—sometime in the early turns of this morning. It appears the creature got in through the air vent,” Ravinire reported.

      “A tawncat?” The queen raised a perfectly manicured eyebrow.

      “The wound patterns on both bodies indicate an animal attack. Captain Dynan has experience with such things, and once she pointed it out, I agreed with her.”

      She waved an impatient hand. “And have you managed to discover why—or how—a tawncat came up to the citadel to murder Ausul? Or why your Falcon was in here with him?”

      “Not yet, Your Grace.” He hesitated. “Though there’s a potential connection to the Shadowhawk.”

      Her mouth thinned. “I want him found, Ravinire. Your continued failure on that front is becoming unacceptable. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, Your Grace.”

      “Keep me updated.” Her eyes flicked to the body. “There will have to be a state funeral, and I’ll have to do something about getting a new councillor—his son, I suppose, though the boy is young. I find this very distasteful, Falcon. Sort it out quickly.”

      With that she turned and strode from the room.

      A beat of silence followed her out. The queen hadn’t looked any more than mildly bothered by the fact a man she presumably knew quite well had died. Was she truly that cold, or hiding her true reaction behind song magic?

      Sari’s voice drew Talyn back to the scene. “Talyn, what about Iceflight’s weapon? Surely he didn’t go down without a fight, he’s a trained soldier.”

      Talyn straightened and took several quick steps across the room. Iceflight’s sword was still in its sheath down his back, and when she looked closer, there were no bloody handprints on the hilt to suggest he’d tried to draw it.

      “He didn’t even try to fight,” she mused. “Nice pickup, partner.”

      “What is it?” Ravinire’s voice snapped out.

      “He didn’t try to draw his sword.” Talyn pointed, rising back to her feet.

      “That’s important?” he asked, tension filling his entire frame. The queen’s visit had unsettled him.

      “Your guards say they heard nothing all night. Yet an attack like this? Sir, nobody stays quiet while their intestines are being ripped out. There should have been screams. Loud, agonising ones. You can’t tell me a soldier like Iceflight didn’t try and fight back.” Her gaze roved the walls and floor again, but she saw nothing but blood spatter. “And there’s no charring anywhere to suggest he used his warrior magic.”

      “What are you suggesting?”

      “Your guards are lying,” she said flatly. “Or, both men were unconscious or otherwise unable to move during the attack.”

      “Poison.”

      “Exactly,” she said. “If you want my theory—assuming the guards are trustworthy—I think someone poisoned both men to incapacitate them, then set a tawncat loose in the room via that vent.”

      Immediately three sets of eyes began scanning the room. Zamaril found it first, two glasses rolled down beside a small table near the windows. One was cracked and broken in half—liquid had dried into the carpet beside it.

      “Don’t touch it,” Ravinire said. “I’ll have one of the healers come and take a look, see if they can detect any poison.”

      “The creature’s master must have been somewhere nearby,” Zamaril said. “Tawncats are vicious, and even if someone has found a way to control one, it can’t be easy.”

      “The garden,” Talyn said.

      Zamaril nodded.

      “Go and take a look.” Ravinire waved a hand. “I’ll talk to the guards from last night again and send for one of the healers to look at those glasses.”

      At a brisk order from Ravinire, one of the Falcons led Talyn and Zamaril down a spiral stairwell to a heavy oak doorway and left them to it. Zamaril spent a good few minutes studying the door and its lock for evidence of tampering.

      “What do you think?” Talyn consulted her partner as she waited.

      “Even if Goldfeather and Iceflight were drugged, the tawncat would have made sounds.”

      “True. But the bedroom is set well back from the front doors. It’s possible the guards wouldn’t have heard snarling or similar at that distance through thick wood.”

      “It’s possible. But it also means whoever did this took a chance the cat wouldn’t be heard.”

      “You don’t like the guards.”

      “I’d have the guards in a cell and be undertaking some interrogation.”

      Sari would have. She’d never had much tolerance for risk. Talyn wasn’t as certain in this case—she decided to wait and see how Ravinire went with them. Unease thrummed in the base of her stomach, and she had to force herself to stop shifting her weight from foot to foot in agitation. Her thoughts kept flashing to the Shadowhawk’s arrow left at the scene. Could he have done this? Could she somehow have missed this type of violence in him?

      Worse… someone had just murdered a Queencouncil member in the middle of the palace and gotten away without a trace. Cuinn was even more vulnerable than she’d imagined. Would the Wolves outside his tower have heard if this had happened to him? She wasn’t sure.

      And as much as she was back in Mithranar for other reasons, Cuinn’s safety was her responsibility. If she failed at that…

      “Nobody has touched this.” Zamaril’s voice wrenched her from her spiralling anxiety. He straightened and opened the door, waving her through into the garden. She took a breath to steady herself before following him.

      “That’s the vent, right?” Talyn pointed up above Goldfeather’s windows where a simple wooden vent grating was set into the wall. It didn’t look out of place, though it was impossible to tell that for certain from such a distance.

      “That’s it.”

      They split up, Zamaril going to study the area directly beneath Goldfeather’s window. Talyn began slowly pacing up and down the rest of the garden, studying the ground for any sign that someone had been there recently.

      It didn’t take long before her sharp eyes caught a glint of metal on the ground. She crouched and pushed aside the grass, picking the object up and laying it flat in her palm. It was a tiny silver pendant, the type worn on a necklace. It depicted a pair of crossed knives. A flicker of cold ran down her spine.

      “We’ve seen that before.”

      “We certainly have.” But what did it mean? Talyn rose to her feet as Zamaril crossed to her.

      “Found something?” he asked.

      She spoke thoughtfully. “Someone was here.”

      “There’s no other sign.” He hesitated. “Captain, if your theory is correct… it takes a special kind of cruelty to incapacitate a victim before sending a tawncat in to rip them apart. The killer could have just stopped at poisoning them.”

      Another shudder ran down her spine, despite the warmth of the day. “So whatever the motive was, it wasn’t just a straight up assassination. Whoever was behind this either hated Goldfeather or Iceflight with a particular intensity, or they wanted a theatrical death.”

      Both of them mulled that for a few moments, but no obvious ideas presented themselves to Talyn. Eventually she huffed a breath. “If we rule out the front doors, or anyone lingering near the doors—on the assumption it would look odd and the Falcon guards would have noticed—then anyone directing a tawncat would most likely have been in this garden. The light would have been dim, but the killer would have a direct line of sight to the vent.”

      “No lamps,” Zamaril continued, looking around. “Anyone looking down from the surrounding windows wouldn’t have seen a thing, especially if whoever it was were standing in the—”

      “Shadows,” she murmured.

      “It was still a risk though. A tawncat could climb the wall, but could it remove the grating by itself? And even if it could rip it off, I doubt it had the dexterity required to place it back in as neat as it looks now.”

      “Which meant our killer climbed to put it back in before leaving.”

      Before she could tell him to, Zamaril was crossing the grass to the nearest of the three other doors opening into the garden. After carefully studying the lock and handle, he moved on to the second. Here he lingered even longer. She waited patiently until he straightened, a cocky smile flashing over his face.

      “There’s a tiny scratch on this lock—barely visible to the eye.”

      She matched his smile. “Let’s tell the Falcon. Maybe his guards weren’t lying after all.”

      “I still don’t like them,” Sari sniffed.

      Talyn beamed, unable to help herself. “You’re really with me, aren’t you? Like Tiercelin said.”

      “You’re stuck with me, I’m afraid.”
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      He was bored.

      It was early afternoon and he was whiling away the time until night came and he could escape the citadel to go down to Dock City. He was hoping either Saniya or Navis had responded to his request for a meeting. It had been almost two weeks since he’d spoken to Talyn and hadn’t yet made any progress himself on locating Vengeance’s new weapons’ supplier.

      His fingers trailed over the keys of his harpsichord, coaxing from it a melody he’d been working on for a few months. It was a haunting tune, one he would never play in front of others. Sad and troubled music wasn’t what the Acondor court expected from him—they wanted upbeat or stirring, just like We Fly As One. Yet when he wasn’t throwing himself into parties and games with his friends, or spending a few full-turns with Niya, he often played this type of music. It worked better than any of those other pursuits to calm him.

      Today though, it wasn’t doing the trick, and the knock at his tower door was a welcome distraction.

      Leaving the instrument, he floated down from his bedroom, nodding for the Wolf on guard to open it. It was Mithanis, his face a thundercloud as always. Cuinn’s stomach knotted up—he’d deliberately avoided his eldest brother since the incident in Dock City, and the sight of him now brought all his shame and uselessness rushing back. It was an effort to summon his usual façade and paste a faintly annoyed smile of greeting on his face.

      Mithanis levelled a dark look at the human Wolf—Ash, a former dock worker—who had hesitated before letting him in, then dismissed him just as quickly, attention turning to Cuinn. “There’s something you need to see.”

      He lifted his eyebrows in curiosity. Inwardly he shrank. He wasn’t sure he could manage another trip like the previous one without losing control of his pretence. “What’s the crisis now? More humans getting food they shouldn’t? It’s really too hot for another walk to Dock City, Mithanis.”

      Mithanis glanced at the Wolf again. Some of his bluster was gone, and his brother just seemed tense and on edge. “I’ll explain when we get there.”

      “Oh, it’s a secret crisis.” Cuinn heaved another sigh, trying to convey how disinterested he was. “And here I was thinking this afternoon was going to be boring.”

      

      There were more Falcons than usual thronging the palace hallways and floating in the sky above, and alarm began creeping through Cuinn as he flew with his brother—the two winged Wolves of Corrin’s detail following close and staunchly ignoring Mithanis’ dark looks in their direction.

      Maybe something had happened. Not that he’d betray any trace to Mithanis that he was concerned. Instead he kept up a light whistling, enjoying how it made his brother’s jaw clench.

      Mithanis furled his wings and dropped down abruptly before the pair of double doors leading to Ausul Goldfeather’s residence, forcing the Falcons on guard to take a judicious step backwards. Cuinn drifted down lazily after him. Mithanis twitched, but said nothing, storming through the doors as soon as Cuinn reached the ground.

      Before following Mithanis, he turned to the Wolves landing behind him. “Best not test his patience by following me in. I’ll be fine.”

      Roalin Tunedrifter and Nirini Featherbalm—who had no idea Cuinn knew their names, had memorised the names of each and every Wolf—shared a glance, but neither was willing to challenge him. The benefits of his winged Wolves coming from unimportant winged families, he supposed, dismissing them as he entered the room.

      The stench of blood and rot hit his senses—not entirely unlike some parts of the Poor Quarter—the moment he stepped inside. That combination of scents was unmistakable.

      Ausul Goldfeather was dead.

      “What the…” Cuinn feigned disgust, holding a hand to his nose and mouth and burying the shock of his reaction.

      Mithanis didn’t stop, crossing the empty lounge area and stalking down a narrow hall to the councillor’s bedroom, where Azrilan waited. “I wanted the both of you to see this.”

      Cuinn didn’t have to entirely feign dry-retching at the sight of the body on the bed. It was barely recognisable as human. What had happened?

      “It’s Ausul Goldfeather,” Azrilan remarked, utterly calm. “In case our beloved brother didn’t inform you on the way here. And if you glance at the floor over by the wall, Idrian Iceflight had his intestines ripped out too. Enjoying your afternoon?”

      “I was until now.” Cuinn held his hand firmly over his mouth and nose as he risked a look at the second body. His stomach heaved anew. “What happened to them, and why are the bodies still here?”

      “Murdered by a tawncat that came through the vent, Ravinire thinks.” Mithanis prowled the room, fury leaking from every stride. He was often like this. Rarely able to stay still, especially when caught up in one of his tempers. “And I ordered them left here until you both could see them.”

      Azrilan caught Cuinn’s gaze, giving him a little smile. While he always fell in with Mithanis, Azrilan could sometimes be a nice brother. Cuinn occasionally wondered what it would have been like if Mithanis hadn’t existed, if it had just been him and Azrilan growing up together. Maybe it would have been nice. Maybe he wouldn’t be so alone.

      “Murdered by who?” Azrilan asked. “I doubt a tawncat wandered up here on its own, ripped poor Goldfeather and Iceflight to pieces, then strolled back out and disappeared into the forest.”

      “You don’t say,” Mithanis snapped. “This is an attack on us. We need to find out who was behind it and ensure they are punished.”

      “Why am I here?” Cuinn faked a convincing yawn. Inwardly, the nausea he felt mixed with a healthy dose of shock. He couldn’t think of a single person with motive to kill one of his mother’s counsellors. Nor could he think of anyone who had the ability to somehow direct a tawncat to conduct the murder in such a horrifying fashion.

      Although… his gaze fell on Mithanis, who possessed a twisted psyche that might enjoy using song magic to subdue a tawncat and force it to murder someone. But Cuinn’s own magic was sensing genuine anger and shock from Mithanis as he continued pacing the room. This murder had upset him deeply.

      “One of our Queencouncil members is lying on that bed.” Mithanis shot him a look. “I’d think you might care.”

      “I’d care without having to be dragged here to look at that godawful mess.” Cuinn sighed heavily. “I’m not sure how I’m supposed to face dinner now.”

      What was Iceflight doing here?

      “What’s the flight-leader doing in here?” Seemingly reading Cuinn’s mind, Azrilan asked the question for him. “They weren’t lovers.”

      “And of course you would know.” Mithanis shook his head.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Azrilan drawled.

      “Only that you prefer your bed partners to be muscular and male.” Mithanis frowned in thought. “So you would know better than I if Iceflight or Goldfeather did too.”

      “I might point out that Iceflight was your man, Mithanis, so maybe you could shed light on what he was doing in here?” Azrilan’s voice turned snappish.

      Cuinn could have told Azrilan that Mithanis hadn’t meant anything by his comment, he’d just been observing a fact, but neither brother had Cuinn’s level of skill with song magic and he certainly wasn’t going to reveal it to them now.

      “I haven’t a clue.” The skin around Mithanis’s eyes tightened. He was angry that he didn’t know. His lapdog had been up to something Mithanis wasn’t aware of.

      Curious.

      “Naughty boy,” Cuinn murmured, unable to help himself. “Sneaking around a councillor’s bedroom without his master’s permission.”

      “What do you want us to do, Brother?” Azrilan intervened as Mithanis snarled and turned on Cuinn. “I assume the WingGuard are investigating?”

      “Yes, of course.” Mithanis switched his gaze back to his other bother, temper calming. Azrilan’s unquestioning support often had that effect on him. “But I wanted you both to see this for yourselves, to understand how much of a taunt this is to us.”

      “A taunt from who, do you think?” Azrilan raised an eyebrow.

      Mithanis lifted a hand to run through his short-cropped hair, expelling a breath. “Ravinire says the Falcons found the Shadowhawk’s arrow next to the body.”

      Cuinn started, and only years of practice kept the shock from showing on his face.

      Azrilan looked genuinely puzzled. “That raises a lot of questions. He’s never killed a winged person before, and he’s never undertaken any activities up here in the palace. And why Goldfeather and Iceflight?”

      “Agreed. I don’t like it, Az. What if someone is pulling his strings?”

      Cuinn opened his mouth, then closed it. He’d been about to suggest that perhaps the Shadowhawk was being framed—he most certainly had not been in here murdering Goldfeather and Iceflight the night before—but decided it was too risky to say anything that might be construed as support for the criminal. His thoughts raced. How had one of his arrows ended up here?

      “I know you counted on Iceflight as one of your most reliable men.” Azrilan’s voice dropped to a murmur. “He held the loyalty of a good portion of the WingGuard. Could this have been aimed at you?”

      Mithanis’s mouth tightened, betraying his concern that Azrilan was right, though he didn’t admit it out loud.

      “It could have been another one of the noble families, looking to take a seat at the table,” Azrilan tried to reassure him. “Lidrin Goldfeather is barely twenty—Mother might not allow him to replace his father on the council.”

      Uttering a long-suffering sigh, Cuinn began wandering around the room as if bored, leaving his brothers to speculate. His real focus was on learning anything he could that might point to the real killer, or why whoever it was had tried to frame the Shadowhawk.

      The bodies were a truly horrific sight. Blood had sprayed all over the carpet and walls. Even down in Dock City he’d rarely seen a kill this violent. As he crossed to the opposite side of the bed from the body, something filtered over his consciousness. A sound?

      “Quiet!” He raised a hand, sharply interrupting the conversation. His brothers turned to him—one mildly interested, the other annoyed. “Can you hear that?”

      “What?” Mithanis demanded.

      “There’s something under the bed.” Cuinn knelt, reaching under the satin covers that fell all the way to the carpet. He patted the plush surface, frowning as he brushed up against something soft.

      “Flea-bitten son of a—!”

      He lurched back from the bed, tangling himself up in his wings in the process, agony burning across the back of his hand. Blood welled from three deep scratches.

      Mithanis crossed the room with one beat of his ebony wings, dropping to his knees and throwing up the covers to reveal the underside of the bed. At the sudden light, the tiny ball of black fur hidden there hissed loudly, its paws digging into the thick carpet, green eyes flashing in warning.

      Azrilan knelt between them, wings rustling. “Is that a tawncat?”

      A quick glance at Mithanis’s murderous expression had Cuinn leaning in to grab the creature by the scruff of its neck and drag it out before his brother could. Standing, he lifted it into his eyeline. It hissed and struggled in his grip but was too small to dislodge himself. He admired its spirit though—it clearly wasn’t afraid of him despite his superior size and vicelike grip.

      Mithanis held out a hand. “Give that here.”

      Cuinn shook his head. “This tiny thing didn’t kill Goldfeather or Iceflight.”

      “Then what’s it doing in here?” Azrilan frowned. “I thought tawncats were called that because they’re a tawny colour. Not black.”

      Mithanis sighed impatiently. “A startlingly intelligent insight, as usual, Az.”

      “It’s a kitten,” Cuinn said. “Maybe its mother was the one that came in here to do the killing, but when she left, the kitten wasn’t big enough to leap up to that air vent to escape with her.”

      Azrilan glanced at Mithanis. “That sounds reasonable, actually.”

      “A clever thought does occur to me about once a year.” Cuinn sniffed.

      “It should be drowned.” Mithanis’s impatience was ratcheting up sharply. “And I need to go and talk to Ravinire, make sure he’s putting the appropriate amount of effort into finding whoever did this.”

      “Maybe we could let the bodies be taken out, too. Goldfeather’s family will throw a fit if we don’t treat his remains with respect,” Azrilan commented.

      “I think I’m going to keep it,” Cuinn announced. The little creature was vicious and still spitting at him, but he liked the idea of annoying his brother. “You never know, the mother might come back. If it does, she’d be a clue.”

      “If she comes back, she’s likely to do to you what she did to these men,” Azrilan pointed out.

      “No loss there,” Mithanis muttered on his way to the door.

      Cuinn and Azrilan shared a little smile. “Don’t worry, Az, I have my Wolves to protect me.”

      Azrilan rolled his eyes and followed Mithanis out the door. Cuinn grinned at the still spitting kitten and took another long look around the room before leaving himself.

      Corrin waited in the hall with Roalin and Nirini.

      “Your Highness,” he spoke politely, gaze flicking between Cuinn’s face and the struggling kitten in his right hand. “I’ve just handed over your protection to Talon Tye. He and his detail are waiting at your tower. Roalin and Nirini will ensure you get there safely before finishing their shift.”

      “Fine, whatever.” Cuinn waved an uninterested hand and leapt into the air.

      As promised, Andres Tye waited for him at the entrance to his tower, his detail presumably already arrayed around the place—he caught a flash of white and sky-blue wings in the sky that likely belonged to Kiran Softflight and Liadin Skywing.

      The kitten was still going strong with the hissing and struggling, and Tye cast a doubtful look at it as Cuinn waved him inside. “I need your help with something, Talon.”

      “Of course, Your Highness.”

      Cuinn went straight up to his bedroom, walking for Tye’s benefit. He opened the chest at the foot of his bed and used his free hand to unload most of the clothing in it onto the floor. Then he dropped the creature inside.

      “Think it’s a tawncat?” He looked back at Tye, who lingered at the door. He was the most proper of all Talyn’s Wolves, with his perfect uniform, neatly-cut hair and impeccably straight posture. And unlike her other talons, and her, his distaste of the winged folk, or of Cuinn, never leaked through that polite façade. Even Cuinn’s song magic rarely picked anything up from him apart from calm focus.

      “It’s small,” he said dubiously. “And black.”

      Cuinn relayed his theory of how the creature had ended up in Goldfeather’s bedroom. “What do you think?”

      “That makes sense.” He hesitated, venturing closer. “I can ask Captain Dynan if you like?”

      “You do that.” Cuinn clapped him on the back. “But before you do, can you help me check him over, make sure he’s okay?”

      “Him?”

      “I think it’s a boy, though I didn’t get a close enough look to be sure.”

      Tye frowned, clearly not thrilled at the idea of going anywhere near the snarling creature. “Maybe I should look at those scratches on your hand first?”

      “Nonsense.” Cuinn snorted. “As if a human could do anything for my hand that winged healers couldn’t do twenty times better. More importantly, do you think it drinks milk?”

      The insult didn’t faze Tye. “I’m pretty sure tawncats are carnivorous, Your Highness.”

      “Good point. I’ll have to organise some meat for him. Go on then, can you lift him up while I take a look over him?” Cuinn was growing increasingly enamoured by the idea of having this little cat as his own. He admired its spirit.

      Tye lowered his hand towards the little thing but immediately a pair of razor-sharp claws took a swipe at his fingers. He barely moved his hand away fast enough— almost too quickly.

      “What has that captain of mine been teaching you?” Cuinn asked, astonished by Tye’s speed.

      “It’s called sabai,” Tye muttered. “I don’t think I can get close enough to get a good hold on it without losing a finger or two, Your Highness.”

      “Wait a moment.” Cuinn shifted closer, focused his attention on the creature, and began to hum a soothing lullaby under his breath. His magic entwined with the melody, while Tye stood utterly silent at his side. It took a while—damn, it was a stubborn little thing—but eventually the kitten relaxed, stretching out in the bottom of the chest and resting its head on its paws. Cuinn’s heart melted with genuine affection.

      “Go on, Tye,” Cuinn murmured. “I’ll keep singing to him.”

      Showing surprising trust, Tye reached in. Cuinn continued humming the lullaby as he lifted the creature and both men studied it closely for several minutes.

      Eventually Tye lowered it back into the chest. “Well, it is a he. And while he’s probably tired and hungry if he’s been hiding under a bed since last night, he doesn’t look hurt or unwell. If you get some food into him, he’ll be fine, I’d say.”

      “Good.” Cuinn was pleased. “Send a servant in on your way out. We’ll need to get some meat from the kitchens.”

      Tye’s mouth quirked in an unexpected smile, no doubt just as affected by Cuinn’s song magic as the kitten. “What are you going to call him, Your Highness?”

      He thought on that a moment. “Jasper.”

      Tye glanced at the now sleeping kitten. “Why that name?”

      Cuinn shrugged. “It just felt right.”

      Once Tye was gone, Cuinn stared down at the kitten, his thoughts elsewhere. A Queencouncil member, the head of one of the five noble families, had been viciously murdered along with a senior Falcon. And someone had left one of his arrows beside the body.

      He needed to talk to Talyn—get her help in figuring this out. He just hoped she didn’t ask why he was suddenly so interested in the murder of a councillor, because of course the Shadowhawk wouldn’t know that one of his arrows had been found with the body.

      A sigh. Then a quick smile. Another challenging conversation with her.

      He couldn’t wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

        

      

    

    
      When Talyn got back to her quarters two days after the murder, she opened her door to find someone had passed a slip of paper under it sometime during the day.

      Be at the Alleya field a full-turn before midnight

      Come alone

      Frowning, she glanced out her glass wall. She’d come from dinner in the mess and night had fallen outside. The meeting time was still two or three full-turns away.

      Sari chimed in. “Obviously it’s a trap.”

      “Maybe.”

      “And what else would it be? A romantic dinner?” Sari’s scoffing made Talyn wince.

      Mithanis came to mind, but then she dismissed the thought. He didn't care enough about humans to bother about setting a trap for one of them. If he wanted to kill her, he’d probably do it in public in the middle of the day.

      “What if it’s someone who has information on Goldfeather’s murder and is too scared to share it with Ravinire or one of the other winged folk?” Talyn suggested.

      “Unlikely.”

      Sari sounded dubious, and rightly so. Talyn considered asking one of the Wolves to come with her, but the note clearly stated that she was to come alone. It might be dangerous, but Talyn's curiosity outweighed her trepidation, and besides, she could handle herself better than most in Mithranar if it came to a fight.

      “Speaking of the murder, when are you going to leave a cup out for Savin? We both know the First Blade would be extremely interested to learn that the Shadowhawk’s arrow was found at the scene of what was likely a political murder.”

      “Not yet.” Partly because there was something about Savin that niggled at her. An idea was beginning to take root in her mind. And if she was right… but she wanted to think about it more before confronting him. Her fingers dug idly in her pocket, closing around the small silver pendent she’d tucked there.

      “Because?”

      Talyn dropped onto her lounge, reaching over to pick up a book she’d left there the previous night. She’d read to while away the full-turns until midnight. “Because taken out of context it looks bad.”

      “Taken out of context? Tal, the arrow was found next to the body. You’ve seen yourself how he can get to you in the palace without being seen—when he left you one of those exact arrows!”

      “He could have gotten into that room, maybe. But to murder via tawncat? That doesn’t fit. He doesn’t use violence, remember?”

      “So far. But you’ve seen that intensity that burns in him, Tal… it’s close to instability. We’ve seen it before. Criminals escalate,” Sari pointed out. “The incident with Mithanis destroying the food packages the other day might have pushed him over the edge.”

      “Yeah.” Talyn had to admit Sari had a point. If her efforts to help the Dock City residents without resorting to violence were continuously ripped away, she wasn’t sure how long she could keep it up either.

      Sari played her trump card. “And you’re the one who told him about Iceflight and what he was doing to the human servants.”

      “I’ll think about it,” she said grumpily.

      “I’ll let you read in peace.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Be careful later. It might be a trap.”

      “You said that already.”

      A tinkle of laughter and Sari was gone.

      

      She left a half-turn before the meeting, wanting to give herself plenty of time to get out to the stadium. She was careful to take Sari’s daggers, but dressed in a plain shirt and breeches, leaving the shirt loose to conceal the weapons. Best not to stand out while attending mysterious meetings outside the palace.

      It was slightly cooler outside as midnight closed in, making the walk through the citadel almost pleasant. The winged folk soaring through the night’s thermals paid no attention to a human walking the bridges and walkways below them.

      The alleya stadium was a long walk from the palace. On her way out, she had to pass close by the building where Goldfeather and Iceflight had been murdered two nights earlier. The area had a quiet eeriness so late at night, the air still, as if holding its breath.

      She paused there, imagining what it must have been like—to be attacked out of nowhere, helpless as you were ripped apart by a vicious creature. And if she was right about the poison, to be unable to move or fight back throughout the whole nightmare.

      She shivered, her skin prickling as if reflecting the weight of eyes watching her. Everything around the building was silent and in deep shadow. She slid her hand into her pocket, fingering the small silver medallion again.

      Nerve breaking, she turned and strode away. She quickened her pace as she walked, her heart jumping at every sudden noise, every rustle of the trees and bushes.

      She was glad once she was across the Rush and out of the palace, but as she reached the entrance to the empty, cavernous interior of the alleya stadium, the uneasiness returned. Her booted feet echoed on the marble floor, and she fought the urge to break into a jog, trying to summon an appearance of fearlessness for anyone who might be watching.

      This was stupid. She’d been in far more precarious situations than this before without a shred of fear.

      “But those times you had me watching your back.”

      Talyn hesitated. “I think that’s maybe another part of me I lost when you died... the fearlessness I had. But you are still with me, aren’t you? In some small way.”

      A shiver of warmth, and then Sari was gone again.

      In the absence of light and signs, and with the similarity of the corridors and rooms, it took some time to find her way to the main tunnel leading out onto the field. The longer she walked the deserted halls, the more unsettled she became.

      In the end, the gleam of moonlight in the distance alerted her that she’d reached the wide tunnel leading out to the field. Beyond its yawning mouth, the grassy playing field was covered in dark shadow. The moon reflected off the shiny tiered marble seating rising far above her, casting a silvery glow.

      Remaining just inside the tunnel, she turned, scanning her surroundings for whoever she was supposed to meet. She wished she could leave and go back to her nice warm bed. Her right hand slid to the cool hilt of the dagger at her back.

      A slight sound caught her attention. She stilled immediately, drawing the dagger without thought. It had been a slight whispering, like the rustle of fabric. It came again.

      He was almost invisible as he walked up the tunnel towards her. Only her finely-tuned senses warned her of his approach. He wore a bulky dark cloak wrapped around his body, the hood drawn down low but no mask.

      The Shadowhawk.

      “I should have guessed,” Talyn said dryly, sliding the dagger back into its sheath. Well, there went the hope of another source. “We’re using cryptic notes now, are we?”

      “Captain Dynan.” His voice was warm, as if he were pleased to see her. “Apologies for all the mysteriousness. I can’t be too careful.”

      “You couldn’t wait until I came down to Dock City next? Surely it’s risky for you to be up here.”

      He made a dismissive gesture. “It’s equally dangerous for you to keep coming down to Dock City to meet me.”

      “I don’t need you protecting me,” she said sharply. “I’m perfectly capable of keeping my meetings with you discreet without your help.”

      He cocked his head, ignoring her ire. “Are you aware of the murder of a Queencouncil member and a senior Falcon two nights ago?”

      “I am.” She paused, doing quick calculations in her head. The Falcon had been able to keep the deaths secret for almost a full day before word had begun to spread. The queen had formally addressed the Queencouncil the following morning. The news had definitely reached Dock City by now, so it wasn’t all that notable that the Shadowhawk knew what had happened. It didn’t make him the killer. She relaxed slightly. “Why do you ask?”

      “It made me curious.”

      Curious, huh? She eyed him, leaning against the wall and folding her arms. “Did you know that your name came up as a suspect?”

      “I bet it did.” He laughed softly. “It wasn’t me, Captain.”

      “I guess you want me to take your word for that, even though it was me who told you about what Iceflight was doing to the human servants working up at the palace?”

      “I have no proof that I didn’t do it,” he said simply. “Except my history. I don’t kill people. And I certainly don’t use tawncats to do it. Besides, from what I heard, it sounds like Goldfeather was the target, not Iceflight?”

      She ignored his question, instead pushing harder. “What about your followers? You told me yourself that you don’t exactly control those in your network?”

      “None of them is responsible. I promise you that.” He spoke with a certainty that meant he either had much more control over them than he let on, or knew something she didn’t.

      She regarded him for a moment. So far there was nothing in what he’d said that raised her suspicions. He sounded sincere. “Those arrows of yours, the ones you leave as a calling card, you still keep them in your apartment?”

      He nodded. “Why?”

      “Does anyone else have access to them?”

      “Nobody knows who I am, Captain, nobody.” His voice deepened in irritation.

      Talyn narrowed her eyes. “Not even me,” she said pointedly. When he made no visible reaction to that, she continued, “If you’re the only one with access to those arrows, then how did the Falcons find one beside Goldfeather’s body?”

      The silence drew out, thickened. As usual, he was a master at concealing what he was thinking or feeling, but she thought there might be a trace of discomfort in the slight twitch of the hand resting at his side.

      “You saw it?” His voice held a note of curiosity, as if he wanted confirmation.

      “Ravinire showed me,” she said.

      A considering silence, then, “It must have been planted.”

      “By who?” she pushed, stepping closer. “And why? Better yet, how, if what you say about nobody having access to the arrows is true?”

      “The answer to your second question is easy. To frame me.” He took a step forward too. “As to the first, the WingGuard is the obvious answer. My activities are aimed at helping the human folk—the Falcons are only affected if they try and get in my way. But if my activities could be linked to crimes affecting the winged folk, to a horrific murder of one of their own? Well, then the Falcons would get anything and everything they needed to come after me. They wouldn’t stop until they had me.”

      “That is the obvious answer,” she murmured.

      “Too obvious. The Shadowhawk’s been stealing their supplies for years. You can’t tell me the Falcons don’t already have whatever resources they need to go after him.”

      “What?” The Shadowhawk’s eyes searched her face. He’d come closer than she’d realised, but there was no threat in his manner or bearing, only intense curiosity. He had a strangely bland face for someone so... determined.

      “I rather wonder whether framing you might be less about you and more an attempt to use you as an easy scapegoat for whoever really did it,” she mused.

      “Oh, of course. Nice pickup, partner. We both know he didn’t do it. I quite like him, by the way. A little rumpled and unwashed, but good-hearted.”

      “You were riding me earlier for dismissing him as a suspect!”

      “I did. And then we had this little conversation with him and it’s obvious he wants your help figuring out what happened. He wouldn’t do that if he’d been behind it.”

      “What happens when you do that?” the Shadowhawk asked, breaking her out of her thoughts.

      “What?”

      “Your eyes go distant and you pause. It’s this thing I’ve noticed you do.” A little smile curled at his mouth. “I’m curious.”

      “It’s nothing,” she said dismissively. “I just like to think things over.”

      He frowned like he knew that was a lie, but didn’t pursue it further. “Which brings us back to the third question. How did they get one of my arrows?” His voice dropped. “I’ll count them tonight, see if they’re all there. It’s likely the arrow is real—the WingGuard have collected plenty of them by now.”

      Of course. She straightened. “So if it wasn’t you, then the killer is someone with access to wherever the WingGuard store your confiscated arrows.”

      “That’s rather a large list.”

      “Not when you match that list with a list of people who have the ability to control a tawncat.”

      “Until three days ago, that list would have had zero people on it.” He sounded frustrated. “I don’t see how it’s possible. I mean, there have always been stories about how tawncats and some of the other forest creatures are smarter than normal animals, but I always thought those were made up to scare children away from going into the forest.”

      “I’ll keep an eye on the investigation if I can, and there’s someone else I can ask too.”

      “You have another secret criminal you work with, Captain?” he asked, voice rich with amusement.

      She blinked. That note of amusement was familiar, but glancing up at his face, the familiarity faded. “You still haven’t told me why this interests you,” she said. “Before you came here tonight, you didn’t know someone was trying to frame you for the murders. So why ask to meet with me about it?”

      “I wondered if it might be linked to the killings down in Dock City,” he said immediately. Too quickly, even though the reason he gave was plausible enough.

      “What you described about those murders and what I saw in Goldfeather’s room are very different.” She cocked her head. “But I don’t think that necessarily means much.”

      “Because this Vengeance group has already moved from single murders to a full-on assault targeting the queen,” he said, nodding. “This one is different again, though. It’s particularly violent... in a way it didn’t need to be.”

      “Right.” Zamaril had pointed out the same thing. “Whoever was behind this didn’t just want them dead, they wanted them dead in a particularly awful fashion. They hated Goldfeather or Iceflight that much? Or wanted the murder to be shocking for some reason?”

      “Or they wanted to create fear...” the Shadowhawk murmured.

      She started. She hadn’t thought of that. “The citadel has been quieter than usual since the murders. All the councillors have requested more guards.” The winged folk were afraid. She’d seen it in their faces, in their muttered conversations, in the increasing stress on Ravinire’s face.

      “That still doesn’t explain why Iceflight was in Goldfeather’s quarters, or which of them was the target,” he said.

      “If you want to create fear, then killing any Queencouncil member in such horrific fashion and then disappearing into the night would do it,” Talyn mused. “Iceflight might have nothing to do with it. Maybe he and Goldfeather were lovers. Or up to something else shifty that was totally unrelated—he could have just been in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “But why try to create fear in the citadel?” Sari whispered.

      “I have no idea.”

      The Shadowhawk shifted against the wall, mirroring her stance. “I’ve had trouble tracking Vengeance’s new smith. None of the smiths I’ve spoken to in the Poor Quarter have received any large orders and none recognised the description I gave of the person who made that first large order. I haven’t heard anything from my contacts either.”

      “So they’ve adapted—using different representatives, placing smaller orders across different smithies.”

      “Or they’re truly gone. But I don’t believe that.”

      She didn’t either. “We might have to wait for their next move.”

      “What, sit around and wait for someone else to die?” Anger tinted his voice. “I’m not going to do that.”

      “If you can think of a better idea, I’m all ears.” She didn’t particularly like waiting either, but if Vengeance truly was adapting and getting smarter? It was going to be tough to track them unless they left clues behind... and that would only happen when they killed again.

      “I’ll see if I can find out anything more about the previous victims,” he said. “Maybe there’s a link there that will help—they were being bribed by the same Patrolman or Falcon, maybe?”

      “That’s a great idea.”

      He must have caught the surprise in her voice, because he chuckled. “I might not be Callanan or Kingshield or whatever you are these days, Captain Dynan, but I did manage here all by my lonesome for several years before your arrival.”

      “Touché.” She flashed him a grin—something in his voice had her close to laughing. “And while you’re at it, see if you can find a connection between Iceflight or Goldfeather and the murdered humans. Could Iceflight have been the one handing out the bribes?”

      His eyes gleamed. “You’re a genius.”

      “So I’ve been told.” She pushed away from the wall. “I think we should be careful not to assume Vengeance was behind Goldfeather and Iceflight’s murders, but it’s worth looking into. I’ll see you around, Shadowhawk.”

      He reached out as she passed, fingers closing lightly around her arm. His touch was surprisingly warm, despite the cool night air. “Thank you, Captain. For your help.”

      She nodded, and he let her go. She got several paces away before something occurred to her, and she turned back. He was still there, watching her leave. “I’m sorry about what happened with the food parcels,” she said.

      He looked away. “I’m sorry Mithanis involved your Wolves.”

      “Are you going to try again?”

      “I always try again.” He shrugged. “If I didn’t, who else would help the people of Dock City?”

      “For what it’s worth, I think you were on the right track. They can do more to help themselves. They shouldn’t have to, the winged rulers should treat them like equal citizens, but still... it doesn’t always have to be about stealing or breaking the law.”

      “Advice taken, Captain.”
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      As Prince Cuinn, he had no plans for the evening. He’d deliberately made it that way. Before his meeting with Talyn he’d gone down to Dock City to meet with his contact in the Dock Quarter. The man had given him early warning that a shipment of wheat was arriving in three days—wheat several merchants in Dock City desperately needed.

      From there he’d had to get across the city to leave a message for Saniya and request her help with the wheat—a chalk mark on a particular wall—and from there to a drop location he used with Navis. The gap behind a loose brick in the wall of a particularly dank alley had held a single scrap of parchment with a cross on it. Navis’s way of telling him he had nothing yet.

      By the time he got back up to the citadel there’d only been a full-turn until midnight, and he’d needed all that time to get to the alleya stadium. Moving within the citadel as the Shadowhawk was always riskier than Dock City, and it took much more effort not to be seen and remarked upon.

      After she’d left, the echo of her boots in the empty halls slowly fading from hearing, he took a convoluted route through the less-frequented areas of the citadel to ensure he wasn’t followed or noticed, slowly making his way to the northern fringes of the hill city. There were a handful of walkways out of the citadel that ended on a forested hillside, and he used a different one each time, tonight a narrow set of stairs that led down into dirt and sprawling tree roots.

      It sometimes occurred to him, when he came this way, to wonder why the creatures like tawncats stayed on the forest floor, never moving higher up the hillslopes to look for prey in the citadel. Winged folk pretended it wasn’t possible, that the city was too high, but parts of it very clearly weren’t.

      Maybe there was some truth to the myths that the most dangerous creatures were not only vicious and deadly, but intelligent, more so than any other animal. Maybe they understood that if they left the winged creatures up in their hill city alone, then they would be left alone in turn.

      Until a tawncat had murdered Goldfeather and Iceflight.

      Whoever had been behind that was not only a killer, but they were messing with the delicate balance that existed between Mithranar’s creatures and its citizens.

      Long strides along the steep incline took him out of sight of the citadel, and he eventually stopped under a thick copse of trees. With quick movements he stripped off his cloak and scrunched it into the waistband of his sweat-soaked shirt. Then, he released his glamour so that his features looked more like one of the winged folk. Finally, he used a touch more glamour magic to darken his wings so that their silver-white colour wouldn’t be so visible.

      With one more look around to make sure nobody could see him, he took flight, winging his way quickly across the narrow gap from where he was to one of the hills that the palace was built on.

      The warm air slid delightfully through his feathers and his eyes slid closed in momentary pleasure. He kept as low as he could, not wanting anyone on the night thermals to see a winged person flying amidst the trees and grow suspicious.

      Once he was on the hillside just beneath the Falcon barracks, he swooped down beneath the tree cover and dropped to the ground. There he stood still for a long time, ensuring the night was empty around him. He took a deep, steadying breath of the flower-scented air, then went through the process of restoring his Shadowhawk glamour and tugging on the mask as well as the cloak.

      Iceflight’s old quarters weren’t the easiest to get to unseen, but by drawing the darkness around him—draining even more of his now flagging energy—he was able to move slowly from shadowy corner to darkened rooftop completely hidden.

      Eventually he dropped down to the walkway directly outside the flight-leader’s front door. The air around the empty quarters was deathly silent, even though the rest of the barracks wasn’t far away.

      He kept himself shrouded in shadow as he tried the door and found it unlocked. Once inside, he closed the door and stood there, breathing in the shadows and ensuring he was alone.

      Prince Cuinn had never been in Iceflight’s quarters before, but he was familiar with the palatial layout of the accommodations assigned to flight-leaders. He stood in a massive square space—wall-to-ceiling glass directly ahead, with a sweeping staircase to his left and right leading up to another level almost as large as this one.

      It was the work of moments to scan the space and learn that Iceflight clearly didn’t put much stock in possessions. There was a lounge with no back, typical for winged folk furnishings, an unlit fireplace, and a rack of ornamental swords hanging from the wall above it.

      There would be an office and a bedroom upstairs, the most likely places where Iceflight would have kept anything relating to his work. Cuinn hoped to find evidence he’d been bribing humans in Dock City, though he admitted to himself it was unlikely. Falcons as senior as Iceflight didn’t do dirty work themselves—they only authorised it. But if he was up to anything more nefarious with Goldfeather... that might be well-hidden somewhere in these rooms.

      He was halfway up the stairs when the shadows still drawn loosely around him shivered slightly. Cuinn froze on the step, listening hard. Using song magic in here was too risky so he had to rely on his other senses.

      There was nothing. Only the palpable heaviness of the quiet. Even so, he crept upstairs slowly, eyes and ears attuned for anything out of place, drawing the shadows more tightly around himself. If someone else was here, there was no way they’d see him before he saw them.

      Halfway along the corridor at the top of the stairs, he heard it. The slight rasp of a drawer being slid open.

      For a moment he wondered whether Talyn had had the same idea as him, but dismissed it. She wouldn’t risk getting caught doing something like this unless it was critically necessary.

      Holding on to the darkness with a vicelike grip, he crept towards the room where the noise had come from—the bedroom at the end of the hall—and inched around the door just enough to see inside the room.

      A wiry figure was rifling silently through the contents of a drawer in a cabinet beside the massive bed that dominated the room. Whoever it was clearly had no wings, so Cuinn risked using a hint of song magic to read their emotions.

      The recognition was instant, and he immediately relaxed and stepped into the room.

      “I thought you were a Wolf now, not a thief?”

      Zamaril spun with ridiculous speed, a knife in his hand before Cuinn could even blink. In the next second he recognised the Shadowhawk and his shoulders relaxed slightly, though he didn’t sheathe the knife. “What are you doing here?”

      “I asked first. Does Captain Dynan know you’re here?”

      “No. Your turn. Why are you here?”

      “I heard a rumour that the WingGuard is trying to frame me for Goldfeather and Iceflight’s deaths.” He took a step into the room. “Find anything interesting?”

      “You heard you’re being framed, so you thought it was a good idea to break into Iceflight’s quarters?” Zamaril’s voice was sharp and incredulous.

      “I’m curious, that’s all. What do you care about any of it?” He used the finest hint of magic, as subtly as he possibly could, to make the wary thief more talkative. Zamaril Lightfinger wouldn’t care about the murder of two winged folk, and if he wasn’t here on Dynan’s orders, then he had some other interest.

      Zamaril’s mouth thinned. “They think the captain did it.”

      “What?” Cuinn’s voice came out sharper than intended, earning him a quick look from the thief.

      “You heard me. It’s pretty well known up here how much she didn’t like that feathered jerk.”

      “That doesn’t mean she murdered him. Ravinire’s not foolish enough to seriously think it was her.”

      “Then why did he drag her immediately to the scene and put his lapdog Grasswing on her to read her reaction?”

      Shit. Grasswing was one of the few Falcons who had song magic as well as warrior magic. He stiffened. Ravinire hadn’t bothered to mention he suspected the captain of Cuinn’s guard was a murderer. Fury momentarily roped through him—the Falcon really thought him that useless. But of course he did. He deliberately made them think that. “She didn’t do it.”

      “No shit.” Zamaril turned and closed the drawer. It made the same slight rasp it had on opening. “I think she probably managed to convince him of that... for now. I’ve searched this whole ridiculously opulent place and there’s nothing interesting here. Nothing that explains why he was murdered after sneaking into a Queencouncil member’s rooms.”

      Cuinn said nothing, and Zamaril’s pale gaze found him in the moonlight. “I don’t think you did it either—you don’t have it in you for killing. But I don’t understand why you’re so interested in this that you’re risking breaking into the Falcon barracks in the middle of the flea-shitting palace.”

      He tried not to be insulted. “I’m just trying to protect myself. If I’m being framed, I’d like to understand why.”

      “Yeah, well, to me it looks more like Captain Dynan is being framed.”

      “It was my arrow placed at the scene.”

      “And if they link her to you, then she’s definitely as good as dead, no?”

      Cuinn’s jaw clenched. He shook his head. “I think you’re being paranoid. Ravinire isn’t an idiot, and there’s absolutely no evidence to suggest your captain was behind this. Nor is there any good reason why she’d murder a Queencouncil member just to get at Iceflight.”

      Zamaril looked mutinous. “I’d just like to make sure, is all.”

      “I—” He froze as the shadows around him shivered, barely noticeable. Then again. This time it was more than just a warning, it was cold—ice cold fear.

      Shit.

      “Zamaril, get under the bed. Do it now.” He was already moving himself. “Someone is coming.”

      Astonishingly, the thief did as he said without complaint or comment. He rolled silently underneath the draping covers of the bedspread, coming far too close to Cuinn’s wings for comfort. Cuinn tried to angle his body away from Zamaril without shifting closer to the edge of the bed.

      Light footsteps padded in the hall outside. Quiet, but purposeful. Whoever it was thought they were alone. Cuinn’s heart thudded. There was no way of knowing whether this was WingGuard or someone else, but if he and Zamaril were caught sneaking through the dead flight-leader’s quarters... the consequences would be dire.

      He took a deep breath, closing his eyes and focusing on burying every single shred of fear deep inside him. If this was a winged person with song magic, they’d know he was there by his emotions alone if he wasn’t careful. He could only hope Zamaril had the same self-control.

      Then, he subtly reached for the shadows, cloaking both of them in their darkness.

      Beside him, Zamaril was utterly still, body poised to leap into action at any moment. He understood the consequences as well as Cuinn. If they were spotted, they’d have to fight their way out and hope nobody got a glimpse of either of them.

      The footsteps entered the room. Whoever it was had a noticeable presence—darkness and death licking at the edges of Cuinn’s song magic despite his utter focus on keeping his own emotions buried. Something about it was familiar, but he couldn’t put his finger on what. His heart thudded in his chest.

      What was this?

      Dark leather boots came into view, moving silently across the carpet. They stopped by the wall opposite the end of the bed. For a moment Cuinn was terrified whoever it was knew he and Zamaril were there, but then a painting was lowered to the ground. The click of a lock sounded next, a faint rustling, then the click again. The painting was lifted off the floor and presumably put back on the wall.

      The whole time he lay there beside Zamaril, hoping desperately the darkness he’d shrouded them in was enough to keep them hidden, convinced his heartbeat was so loud it would betray them at any moment.

      Then the boots moved away from the wall, crossing back towards the door and out of sight. In moments the odd aura the person had—the uneasy mix of death and darkness—faded from Cuinn’s senses and then vanished completely.

      Cuinn sagged, body pressing into the carpet, clothes soaked through with sweat. He became aware of the pain stabbing through him from his wings being crammed uncomfortably tightly against the floor.

      A moment later Zamaril cursed and rolled away to scramble out from under the bed, then headed straight for the painting on the wall. Cuinn gathered his trembling muscles and followed much more slowly. He was exhausted from fear and the drain of using so much darkness to hide. If he didn’t get out soon his glamour was going to start fading.

      “What in the flea-shitting crap was that?” Zamaril exploded with fury, even though his voice remained a quiet hiss. He’d yanked the painting from the wall to reveal a locked wall safe.

      “How did the best thief in Dock City miss a safe hidden behind a painting?” Cuinn snapped back.

      “I hadn’t finished searching the room.” Zamaril had a file in the lock and was working on it with nimble fingers.

      “Who was that?” Cuinn couldn’t hide the shaking in his voice.

      “Are you all right?” Zamaril glanced at him. “You did something, kept us hidden.”

      “It was nothing. We were lucky it was dark under there.”

      “Could it have been Mithanis?”

      “The prince of night creeping around Iceflight’s room in the early turns of the morning? Unlikely.” Cuinn scoffed.

      Zamaril let out a hiss of triumph and slid the lock open. Cuinn moved closer as he swung open the safe.

      It was empty.

      “Whatever we were looking for, it was in there!” Frustration burned in Cuinn’s voice.

      “And creepy leather boots stole it out from under us,” Zamaril agreed. He was already closing the safe, re-locking it.

      Cuinn helped him lift the painting back into place. “Whoever it was could come back. We have to get out while we can.”

      Zamaril headed straight for the window.

      “Zamaril?” Cuinn’s voice stopped him. “While I do think you’re being paranoid, and Captain Dynan would string you up if she knew what you’d done tonight... I think it’s good someone is watching her back.”

      “You do, do you?” The smug look was back on his face. “I’ll see you around, Shadowhawk.”

      Zamaril was gone out the window in the blink of an eye.

      For a moment Cuinn wasn’t sure what to do. He didn’t have enough strength left for the glamour and shadow work he’d need to sneak back into his tower. But the last thing he could afford was the Wolves knowing he’d been out all night.

      He would have to go to Niya. Then he could claim in the morning he’d snuck past his guard to go to her quarters outside the palace. Talyn would be furious, and he’d take her shouting at him with good grace and the amusement that annoyed her more than anything else.

      And Niya wouldn’t ask questions. He’d play his exhaustion off as drunkenness. He took a breath, forced himself into movement.

      What had been in that safe?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

        

      

    

    
      After her meeting with the Shadowhawk, Talyn had spent several full-turns pacing the floor by her windows, thinking and planning. First thing, she’d have the talons change up Cuinn’s guard detail. One guard would maintain a watch on the air vent into his bedroom at all times, and another would be posted inside his tower, close enough to hear if he were attacked.

      She was confident Ravinire no longer considered her a suspect in the murders, but she’d have to be careful for the next little while. The last thing she could afford was being kicked out of Mithranar before she’d had the opportunity to learn more about Vengeance.

      “Plus you don’t want to leave the Wolves.”

      “I’m making progress, Sari.” She ignored her partner’s comment, digging into her pocket for the small pendent there, holding it up to the moonlight shining through the glass. “It’s time to talk to Savin.”

      “You think you know what happened, don’t you?”

      “I have a theory.”

      Sari sighed. “Your theories always landed us in risky situations. Like the time we had to escape from that inn with twenty murderous pirates chasing us down the wharves of Port Lathilly.”

      Talyn scoffed. “Like yours didn’t! Besides, that night was fun. Remember how we tipped two of them into the manure pile outside Roster’s stables?”

      Sari laughed.

      

      Plan decided, she managed a full-turn or two of sleep before dawn, then when she rose to dress for the morning wall run, she placed a tin cup on the windowsill of her bedroom.

      During lunch in the mess, she had a quiet word with Theac. “I’ve asked for a meet with Savin tonight. I could use you there.”

      He gave her a look. “You think the conversation might get tetchy, Captain?”

      She smiled. “It might.”

      “I’ll be there,” he said. “And so will the other talons.”

      “I—”

      He lifted a hand. “I figure you’re asking me specifically because you think your other secret business in Mithranar might come up in this little chat you’re planning. But here’s the thing... you can trust them like you trust me. You know that.”

      “Theac—”

      He cut her off. “We’re going to have your back whether you allow us in or not.”

      “I—”

      “And before you say that you don’t want to risk us or put us in danger, save it, Captain,” he said, turning suddenly fierce. “Because Mithranar is our home too. And Vengeance has already come after us once. So you’re going to let us in, and you’re going to let us help you.”

      “My chat with Savin tonight isn’t necessarily about any of that,” she said weakly.

      “Then it’s about the murders,” Theac said in satisfaction. “Either you’re trying to figure out if Vengeance is linked to them, or you’re worried whoever it was might come for Prince Cuinn next, or both. So we’ll be there to have your back.”

      “I love Theac!” Sari piped up.

      “Fine.” She conceded with bad grace. “When I hear back from him, I’ll pass you the details.”

      “Good.” Theac turned back to his lunch and began eating.

      

      The message through Willir—Cuinn’s page and Savin’s unwitting go-between with Talyn— came as drill was finishing up for the day.

      Rooftop garden above your barracks’ kitchen. Midnight tonight.

      Talyn was familiar with the location—the garden was used to grow herbs and other vegetables used in cooking for the wing—but had never been there before. She passed the note to Theac. He read it, then tore it into shreds and shoved the remnants into his pocket. “We’ll be there.”

      She sighed as he walked off. “This is a terrible idea.”

      “No it’s not. You should have used them from the start. You’re letting your concern for their welfare get in the way of the mission,” Sari said.

      “This isn’t their fight.”

      “If the First Blade’s worst fears come to pass, then this is most definitely their fight, Talyn, and it’s time to stop pretending you don’t know that.”

      

      All four talons in addition to Theac were waiting in the dark kitchens when Talyn arrived just before the meeting time.

      “Lyra is in charge of my detail while I’m here,” Halun said before she could even open her mouth. “Prince Cuinn is in for the night. They’ll be fine. Talon Parksin says we’re needed to watch your back, so that’s my priority.”

      His arms were firmly crossed over his chest as he delivered this speech, jaw at a stubborn tilt. She had to smother a smile, instead gesturing for them to huddle around her.

      “Before we go up, two things you need to know,” she said quietly. “Savin isn’t what he seems, and I need to work out whether he’s an ally, a threat, or something in between.”

      “Does this have to do with the murders?” Andres asked.

      “It might,” she said. “But here’s the second thing—you might hear things that shock you. I ask that you stay quiet and listen, focus on watching my back, and trust me. I promise to explain everything once we’re done.”

      “We can do that, Captain,” Zamaril said.

      “Good. Let’s go.”

      

      Savin spoke before Corrin—the last to come through the door from the narrow stairwell—had even stepped fully onto the roof. The night was silent around them, the lack of a breeze resulting in a stillness that seemed to be holding its breath for something. “What are they doing here?” he snapped.

      “I wanted to introduce them to you. They’re my talons, Savin, as responsible for Prince Cuinn as I am. And you did claim to be a spy working to protect the Acondor royal family, didn’t you?” she said mildly.

      “You should never blow my cover without asking first.” His voice was ice cold and shaking with genuine anger. “How dare you!”

      Talyn regarded him a moment, barely able to see him in the darkness. Even her senses barely picked him up—if she hadn’t known he was there, she doubted she would have sensed him. “Why so upset? These men I’d trust with my life, and Prince Cuinn’s. The same prince you claim to be trying to keep safe.”

      He flinched, ever so slightly—he’d realised his mistake, but didn’t admit to it. “What do you want, Captain?”

      “I think we have a problem.”

      “And that is?”

      “You.”

      “How’s that?” he asked, an edge to his voice. He glanced around, eyes flicking to the five Wolves now arrayed in positions around the garden that would keep him from leaving in a hurry—or attacking her.

      “Well, for a start, you’re not actually a spy working for the royal family, are you? That was just a bullshit story you fed me last year so you could try and work out who I was and what I knew.” She crossed her arms, staring him down.

      “You saw the note I gave you. The seal.” He was calm, composed. She was impressed by it.

      “I did. And that was helpful, thank you, because I think I’ve finally worked out what you are.” Confidence filled her, confidence in her instincts and that she’d gotten this right. “You’re not Callanan. The First Blade asked you to be an intermediary for messages between us because you’re a flea-bitten Firthlander Armun. But not just any Armun. You’re a Shadow, aren’t you, Savin?”

      “I—”

      “I’m cursing myself for taking so long to figure it out. My excuse is that I’ve never actually met one before, just heard about you in Callanan training.” She smiled. It held no warmth.

      Savin’s hooded face glanced around. At the change in tone of Talyn’s voice, Theac had moved closer, and the others had dropped hands to weapons.

      “It’s been nagging at me all this time,” she continued. “Your ability to blend so well with the shadows, to become invisible in the darkness. The elite and highly secretive wing of Firthland’s Armun spy network. Their assassins. You’re a Shadow.”

      “If that were true, I’m hardly going to admit it aloud.”

      “And here’s where we have a problem. Because a Queencouncil member and a Falcon were murdered four days ago.” She took a step closer to him. “And I’m fairly certain a Shadow was involved.”

      “And why would you think that?” Savin sounded utterly unconcerned, a hint of amusement in his voice at her accusation.

      “Because I found this at the scene.” Talyn took her hand out of her pocket and showed him the pendent she’d found in the garden below Goldfeather’s quarters. She could see him better now, the iron grey hair under his hood, and his lean, almost ascetic face. Plain features. Unassuming. Just like the Shadows she’d been taught about. It didn’t pay to be noticeable when you were an assassin.

      A slight rustling sounded as the Wolves took a step closer too. She glanced up. They were all—to a man—focused intently on Savin, hands resting on their weapons, in case he made a move against her.

      Savin took one look at the medal and froze. “Where did you get that?”

      “Where is yours, Savin?”

      “I—”

      “This is a Shadow pendent. Either you show me yours right this second, or I’m going to assume you were behind those murders and hand you over to the Falcon.”

      Without a word, Savin reached up to begin unbuttoning his tunic. Four buttons in, he tugged back the fabric, revealing a silver pin on the inside of the cotton, pinned just above his heart.

      “Okay.” Her shoulders relaxed slightly. “If this is not yours, whose is it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Then answer me this—what are you doing in Mithranar?”

      He didn’t hesitate this time, seeming to accept Talyn had won control of the situation. “Don’t tell me you’re not aware the Armun have a presence everywhere, including in Mithranar.” He gave her a pointed look. “Your First Blade recently reached out to the Armun, asking that we do the Callanan a favour and act as a go-between for one of theirs on assignment in Mithranar.”

      Four pairs of eyes shot to Talyn—excluding Theac’s—then back to Savin. She ignored them. Explanations could come later. And she wasn’t falling for Savin’s clever attempt to divert the Wolves’ attention from him to her.

      “If all that’s true, why did you approach me when I was first here? Were you sent to spy on me?”

      “Orders came through that a Kingshield was being posted to Mithranar on request from Queen Sarana, and that the Armun here were to keep an eye on you.”

      “Orders from who?”

      “I assume from your First Shield. I obey orders, Captain. I don’t give them.”

      “Shit. What do you think?”

      “What he’s saying feels right. It also makes sense. But if you’re truly dealing with not only an Armun, but a Shadow, then he could be playing you and you wouldn’t know it.”

      “How many of you are there here?”

      “If you think I’m telling you that, you’re not as smart as I thought you were, Captain Dynan.”

      “Captain?” Zamaril’s voice spoke into the thick silence. “The man on the bridge to Prince Cuinn’s tower? The night of the break-in. I got a good look at his face when Halun was tying him up. It’s him.”

      Sari’s gasp rang through her mind. “The thief has a good memory.”

      Talyn took a step closer to the Shadow. “How did you know there would be a break-in that night?”

      “I didn’t.” The tone of his voice was equivalent to a shrug. “I had come to make contact with you, but halfway to your barracks the alarms started ringing. I knew you’d likely go straight to Prince Cuinn’s tower, and so I did too. My orders were to keep an eye on you, remember?” A cool smile. “I had a lump on my head for days thanks to the hilt of your sai.”

      “Why didn’t Ceannar mention this to me?”

      “The orders might not have been his, Tal. My money would be on your uncle. He has sovereign rule over the Armun, after all.”

      “You spin a good story, Savin,” she said, unwilling to take him at his word yet. “But it was almost two months after the break-in that you first came to meet me—why wait so long? And if you were just ordered to keep an eye on me, why make contact at all?”

      “I was worried you might recognise me after the night of the break-in. I couldn’t be sure how much of my face you’d seen in the dark, so I left it a while. And I came to talk to you of my own volition—I’ve other assignments here in Mithranar and thought you might have information that could help given your Callanan background.”

      “You wanted information on the Shadowhawk,” she said softly.

      “Amongst other things.”

      She didn’t bother asking what those might be. He wouldn’t tell her.

      She circled back to the murders, lifting the pin into his eyeline. “Tell me about this being found outside Goldfeather’s quarters.”

      “I can’t.” He shrugged. “Why would one of us be ordered to murder a Mithranan councillor and a senior Falcon?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. From what I’ve learned about you lot, this is exactly the type of murder you carry out. Professional, leaving no trace, using the darkness to hide.”

      “All true up until the point a tawncat was used,” Savin countered. “We don’t do messy or theatrical.”

      “You kill how and when you’re told—following orders, no?”

      His silence and clenched jaw told her he agreed. “We didn’t assassinate Ausul Goldfeather or Idrian Iceflight, Captain, I can promise you that. And even if you don’t believe my words, I think you’ll struggle to find a motivation for Warlord Hadvezer ordering us to do it, particularly without King Aethain’s approval.”

      She mused on that, tuning the pin over in her palm.

      “I’ll do some digging,” Savin promised. “Talk to the other Armun posted here, see if they’ve been given other orders.”

      Her eyes met his. “And you’ll tell me what you find?”

      A cool smile flashed. “Of course. But what about your purpose here? Do you have anything for the First Blade?”

      “I’m putting something together. I’ll let you know when it’s ready.” She needed to think more on this before telling the First Blade anything.

      “Until then, Captain.” He was gone in a heartbeat, essentially disappearing into the darkness. She caught only a faint flicker of movement as he headed down the ladder.

      Once she was certain he was gone, she turned, facing a group of intensely curious Wolves.

      “Captain?” Surprisingly, Halun was the first to speak. “Judging from what the conversation we just heard implied... you’re here on a mission for the Callanan?”

      Talyn shivered at the faint note of betrayal in his voice. “Partly, yes.”

      “Will you tell us?” Corrin asked quietly.

      And she did, finishing with, “And I will tell you what I told Theac. I will never betray any of you, I swear it. I accepted the Callanan mission partly because I want to protect my home, but also because I wanted to come back here and work with you all again.”

      There were several shared glances and a lengthy silence while they all appeared to process this.

      Zamaril spoke first. “What have you learned so far?”

      “That the gang the Callanan are so worried about is the same group that went after Prince Cuinn... the same ones behind the murders in Dock City.” She told them what she knew. “They’re calling themselves Vengeance.”

      Andres frowned. “How do you know all this?”

      “I have a source.”

      Zamaril gave her a knowing look, but said nothing.

      Theac scowled. “I’m not sure how that all fits together with the murders of Goldfeather and Iceflight, Captain. From what we just heard, you think an Armun Shadow killed them?”

      “I don’t know that they are linked. It’s quite possible they aren’t.” She hid a shudder at the thought of two violently murderous parties creeping around Dock City and the citadel.

      “These Armun Shadows, what can you tell us about them?” Andres asked. His voice was as measured as always, showing no indication that he was upset.

      She settled her stance, trying to think of the best way to explain. “Mithranar has its magic, right—song, warrior and healing magic? In the Twin Thrones the Callanan have something similar to warrior magic, and then we have those with extra-human agility and balance—they become Aimsir or SkyRiders.”

      They nodded, following so far.

      “In Firthland, they have different magic. You encountered their niever-flyers last year. The Armun are mostly just spies now, but they didn’t start out that way, and some of them still retain their own special skills. But the ability to vanish into darkness, to shroud themselves in shadow? When found, those people are recruited for the assassination wing of the Armun, where they’re turned into elite killers. If a Shadow comes for you, you’re essentially a dead person walking.”

      “And Savin is one of them?” Corrin shuddered.

      “What can the Armun do then?” Zamaril asked eagerly. When they all turned to look at him, he shrugged. “I’m asking for Tiercelin.”

      She hid a smile. “They were originally an elite warrior force, not unlike the Callanan, that Viscarin used in the Firthlander war. They could suck away, or void somehow, a Callanan’s shielding ability. I’m not really clear on how it works. After the war, the purpose and abilities of the Armun shifted, but some of them still have that ability.”

      “What can we do to help?” Halun asked, bringing the conversation back on track.

      She let out a breath. “Look, Theac made the point that Vengeance has already come after us, so this affects you as much as me. But you know better than I what things are like here—none of you can afford to be seen, or even suspected, of acting beyond your role as guards for Prince Cuinn. It would put the entire wing at risk.”

      “That doesn’t mean we can’t keep our ears out,” Corrin said. “Ask a question every now and then. Tell you what we learn.”

      “Or have your back when you come to meetings like this,” Theac said pointedly.

      “All right,” she conceded. “Thank you.”

      “What about the Falcon? Shouldn’t he know about this gang once we find more on who they are?” Zamaril asked.

      “I...” Her voice trailed off. “I’ll cross that bridge if and when I get to it.”

      They seemed to accept that, but a niggle of doubt wormed its way through the back of her mind. Would the Callanan want her passing that information on? And how would she do it without revealing she’d been undertaking an investigation in Mithranar without Ravinire’s awareness or approval?

      Once the Wolves were gone, she lingered a little, staring out over the dark hills.

      “This is different than being a Callanan,” Sari offered, sounding troubled.

      “Things seemed a lot clearer back then, didn’t they?”

      “You’ve still got great instincts. Rely on them, Tal. I’m worried for you.”

      “I wish you were here.” The yawning ache opened up inside her and she let the grief take over.
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      Cuinn glanced at Talyn. Her pensiveness was making him itch. “Is something troubling you, Captain?”

      She looked up, seemingly surprised he’d noticed her preoccupation. “Nothing that concerns you.”

      Her tone had been mild, but the words stung nonetheless, and he sank back into silence. He led her deep into the Poor Quarter, taking dank and little-used back alleys. Saniya had finally responded to one of his messages requesting a meeting the night before, and as Talyn had asked, he was bringing her along so she could get the woman’s measure.

      Saniya would be furious, of course, but he didn’t owe her anything. Besides, he was angry enough himself that she’d been out of contact so long. They’d missed the opportunity to steal the wheat shipment five days earlier because of it. With no ability to hide and distribute what he’d stolen, he’d been forced to resort to putting up notices around Dock City—something he’d spent most of the previous night doing, with help from his network in the Wealthy Quarter.

      He ventured further conversation. “I recommend letting me do the talking when we get there. In fact, I’d stay hooded and silent if I were you.”

      Another flash of blue eyes. “Why’s that?”

      “Saniya is sharp. The last thing you can afford is her working out who you truly are. Unlike me, she won’t hesitate to use that leverage over you.”

      “Why haven’t you?”

      “What do you mean?” He held up a hand, pausing under the overhang of an apartment block. A scheduled stop to ensure they weren’t being followed.

      “Why haven’t you ratted me out to Ravinire? About who I am.”

      “You said it yourself all those months ago: I don’t dare walk up to the citadel and try to get an audience with the Falcon to tell him you’re actually a Dumnorix.” He glanced at her in the darkness. She was looking down the street, like him, checking for a tail.

      Of course, the truth was far more complicated than what he’d just told her. He would never do anything to betray her, not the woman who had already saved his life more than once. But she couldn’t know that. He added, “And I can’t exactly tell him you’re helping me without incriminating myself, can I?”

      “This Saniya woman. How long have you been friends?”

      The change of subject was abrupt. He tried to keep up. “I don’t have friends. She’s a contact. Her group—given their connections, I suspect they started out as smugglers, then saw me as an opportunity to extend their activities and make a better income—helps me out with the logistics of hiding and storing the supplies my people and I steal. Then they help distribute it when the fuss dies down.”

      “For a cut?”

      “A substantial one, but I’m not really in a position to argue. Her network can also get people out of the city when needed.” She was watching him, clearly interested, and he continued. “One of the reasons my people obey my insistence on not using violence is because they know I’ll help them if they get caught by the Patrol or Falcons. I break them out and Saniya makes them disappear. If they use violence, I leave them to rot.”

      “That’s risky. Breaking your people out.” She hesitated, clearly weighing something. “It’s how I found you. I knew you’d try and help those dock workers who were arrested, so I just waited for you to show up and followed you home.”

      “I figured as much,” he said quietly. “But I can’t do nothing. I couldn’t live with myself if one of them was killed just because they were helping me.”

      A little silence, then she flashed him a smile, probably trying to lighten the mood. “So, no friends at all? Family? No wife, six illegitimate children?”

      He managed a chuckle. “What, you need more information for your little Callanan investigation of me?”

      He’d meant it as a joke, but she stiffened slightly and he caught the flash of emotion she didn’t hide quickly enough beneath her answering chuckle. He went cold, heart sinking into his stomach. When he spoke, it was hard to keep the betrayal from his voice. “I was joking, but... that’s why you’re really here? To investigate me?”

      “I told you, I came here to help.” She dismissed his accusation.

      “But that’s not the only reason.” He backed away, lifting a hand to rub at his forehead. “Shit. I knew you were keeping something from me, but I thought...”

      “You thought what?” she asked quietly.

      He was an idiot. A complete and utter fool. He thought he might be sick. “That I could trust you.” His jaw clenched. “What do your Callanan want with me, Captain?”

      She was quiet for a long moment, that distant look on her face again. She seemed to be figuring out what to say. “What I told you is true, Shadowhawk. I came back to help you. I meant it. It’s why I’m out here tonight.”

      “You’re a good liar,” he said coldly. And she was lying. His magic could read it in the flash of emotion beneath her masterful control.

      “So are you,” she said evenly.

      He was a heartbeat away from walking off, leaving her standing alone in the alley, just hiding himself in the shadows and vanishing.

      Then he heard the faint footfalls behind them.

      He spun, eyes raking the darkness.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “We’re being followed.”

      Instantly she reached up to pull the hood of her cloak further down, casting her face in shadow and hiding her distinctive eyes. “Ambush?”

      Running footsteps were audible now, approaching the alley entrance. A crossbow twanged. Talyn was a blur of movement, colliding into him and sending them crashing into the opposite alley wall as the bolt hissed past where he had been standing a second earlier. His wings crushed painfully between his back and the rough brick of the wall. He swallowed the gasp of pain.

      “Definitely an ambush,” she said, disentangling herself and drawing a knife from her boot. He glanced at her in surprise—she sounded cheerful. “I’m going for the roof. Keep hidden down here, but move deeper into the alley where it’s dark. Stay quiet and still.”

      Then she was gone, scrambling up the wall with astonishing agility. The crossbow had fallen quiet, and the bootsteps were proceeding cautiously into the alley. He wrapped himself in shadow, turning invisible, and backed slowly away. There were more of them further along the alleyway too, he’d heard them, but at least in the darkness he had the advantage.

      A muffled shout from ahead—Talyn’s cloaked figure leapt off the roof, landing on the man with the crossbow. A copper mask flashed in the faint moonlight, and then he was down in a pool of blood and she was setting upon the two other men with him.

      Cuinn took a step further away, distancing himself from both the fight and the emotions coming from it, focusing all his senses on those waiting deeper in the alley. As expected, once Talyn sprang the trap, they rushed forward to close it.

      There were two more of them.

      Focusing on the sound of their footsteps, he positioned himself carefully, stepping out of the shadows so the closest one collided with his left side. He grunted, planting his feet and driving his shoulder forward hard enough to send the man crashing to the ground. The weight of wings and frequency of flight made the shoulders and upper arms of winged folk far stronger than those of an ordinary human, and Cuinn’s blow kept the man down, winded and gasping helplessly for air.

      His shock and pain flooded the space around Cuinn, and he sucked a breath, fighting to ignore it enough to keep his wits about him. The second attacker swore, his knife blade glinting as he spun on Cuinn.

      He relied on the shadows and his speed, moving before the man could slash at him, coming up under his arm and burying his fist in the man’s ribs. Air whooshed from the man’s lungs and he sagged, wheezing. Cuinn slammed the man’s head into his knee and shoved him to the ground. His pain—emotional was always connected to physical—hit Cuinn a breath later and he staggered back a step, wincing. Shit. Shit. Shit. He was a liability in a fight like this.

      “Behind you!” Talyn’s crisp shout saved him from the two masked figures coming out of an opening door set into the alley wall. Skies, there were more of them!

      Copper flashed in the dim light. Cuinn stepped aside at the last moment to avoid being stabbed, then quickly backed up towards Talyn. She was already moving in his direction, knife loose in her grasp.

      The masked men glanced between them, clearly reconsidering their odds of success, then turned and ran. Talyn lifted her arm and threw the knife without hesitation. It hit the closest running man high in the back and he collapsed to the ground and lay there. Still. The other one vanished into the darkness.

      Before Cuinn could even register what had happened, the first man he’d dropped was staggering to his feet, one hand pressed to his shoulder. Talyn went for him, sweeping his feet back out from under him in a single move then grabbing his fallen knife and burying it in his heart.

      Cuinn stared at her. She’d just killed four men like it was nothing. His stomach turned.

      “You okay?” Talyn asked, scanning their surroundings, every inch of her alert and ready to fight.

      “He was running away. This one was already down,” he said, gesturing to the closest bodies. “You didn’t have to kill them.”

      “They were trying to kill us,” she said evenly.

      “I—”

      A groan sounded to his left, cutting him off. The second of his fallen adversaries was returning to consciousness. The man’s mask was askew, blood gushing from the nose Cuinn had broken with his knee.

      Talyn crossed to kneel beside him, placing her knife at his throat.

      “Talyn, stop!” His voice came out sharper than he’d intended. His nerves were already frayed from the death and pain of the fight, and no matter that these men had been trying to kill them, it didn’t feel right to murder them in cold blood.

      “Don’t worry, I’m not killing this one yet,” she murmured, her entire focus on the man’s terrified face. “What was all that about?” she asked him.

      The man turned his head, spitting blood onto the dirt.

      “You’re part of this Vengeance group, no?” she pushed. “If you don’t demonstrate some usefulness to me, you won’t be leaving this alley. Am I clear?”

      The man simply settled a long gaze on Talyn. Before Cuinn could even register what she was doing, she cut his throat from ear to ear, then stepped back to avoid the blood spurting everywhere.

      Shit.

      The death—shock, pain, confusion, despair—hit him a second later and he took a deep shuddering breath, unable to help hunching over and gasping. Her hand touched his shoulder in concern. “Were you hurt?”

      “I’m fine,” he managed, moving away from her touch. “Are you finished murdering people, or would you like to go and find some more hapless Vengeance members to cut down?”

      “They were trying to kill us.” Her cool voice was unremorseful. “It was an ambush in a dark alley. You kill them before they kill you—niceties get you dead.”

      “And the one running away? Or this one.” He pointed to the one with the opened throat.

      “We let them go, and they live to come at us another day.” Her eyes glittered with implacable resolve and finely controlled anger. “They came after Andres, one of mine. Tonight they wanted me. They need to learn that it doesn’t pay to come after me or my Wolves.”

      Her words made sense. But these were his people, he was their prince. What did it make him if he was willing to murder them out of hand? Yes, they’d tried to kill him, but why? Because they lived in a society where being human meant being overlooked, ignored, treated like they were worth nothing. And that was his fault. Because he hadn’t been able to change things for them. And now they were dead.

      Irritation flashed over her face when he didn’t respond. “Non-violence is a noble policy, but it’s not always possible. And what else could we do with them? It’s not like either of us can hand them over to the City Patrol.”

      “I get it.” He waved a dismissive hand, taking a deep breath to settle himself. She was right, despite his guilt. He’d feel even worse if one of those men she’d killed had gotten away and succeeded in killing one of his Wolves in a later attack. Or succeeded in hurting her. He sucked in a breath, finding that thought utterly unimaginable. Once again, if she hadn’t been there...

      “You saved my life.” Again.

      “I owed you one. From the night of the floods.” She smiled, sapphire eyes flashing, and it warmed him from head to toe. “And no matter your suspicions, I truly am here to help.”

      “We should go, before someone finds these bodies.” He began walking, using glamour to hide his trembling hands.

      She sheathed her knife and fell into step with him. “You don’t want to keep your meeting with Saniya?”

      “No.” He couldn’t, not now. “Vengeance knew I was out here tonight, and I don’t want to risk her and her people getting caught up in a secondary ambush,” he said. “It’s safer for them if Vengeance don’t know we’re linked.”

      “Understood.” She hesitated. “There’s something else you’re holding back. You don’t seem at all surprised by what just happened.”

      His jaw clenched. “There was a note left for me at the burned down smithy. They know I tipped you off about the weapons’ purchase for the assassination attempt and they apparently see that as a betrayal.”

      She swore. “So they’ve added you to their vengeance list? Why didn’t you tell me that?”

      “It didn’t concern you.” He threw her words from earlier back at her.

      She stopped suddenly, eyes gone dark with thought, frowning slightly. His magic told him she was thinking rapidly, a slight spike of adrenalin rushing through her.

      “What is it?” he asked, curious. He had to keep reminding himself that he was supposed to be angry with her, that she’d had ulterior motives in helping him all along. That she was investigating him. It was hard, though. And she had just saved his life.

      “The arrow.” Her head came up, her expression alight with realisation. “What if they planted it on Goldfeather’s body? Framing you for his murder would be a nice way to get back at you for betraying them.”

      “I thought it was you they were trying to frame, Captain,” he said sharply. It felt good knowing something she didn’t—and he’d bet everything he owned that Zamaril hadn’t admitted to her that he’d broken into Iceflight’s quarters, that he’d spoken to the Shadowhawk there.

      Her eyes flashed. “How do you know that?”

      He stifled a smile. “As usual, I know more than you think.”

      She clearly didn’t like it, but didn’t push. “Leaving your arrow on the bodies is a nice way of trying to frame you. Plus they take out a Queencouncil member at the same time. Not as good as assassinating a queen, but pretty close. It fits with what we understand of Vengeance’s motives.”

      “I don’t know. That would mean Vengeance has access to not just the palace... but the most secure area inside it.”

      She shook her head, barely able to wait for him to finish talking, eyes alight as she thought it through. “They do have access to the palace—the night of the break-in, remember? They learned how far they could get that night, and have no doubt adjusted since. And they...” Her footsteps slowed. “Shit.”

      He stopped with her. “Now you’re holding something back. What is it?”

      She watched him, clearly weighing what to say. He caught a flash of resignation, then she said, “I’m fairly certain an Armun Shadow had something to do with Goldfeather’s murder. They’re highly trained Firthlander assassins.”

      He let out a breath in shock. “Then wouldn’t that suggest the murder was political? Why would Firthland send a Shadow to assassinate a Queencouncil member?” It made no sense, no more sense than... “Flea-biting shit!”

      “What?”

      “Niever-flyers were part of the assassination team trying to kill Prince Cuinn on Sparrow Island, but they weren’t sanctioned by Firthland, they were mercenaries presumably working for coin,” he said in a rush. “What if Vengeance has gotten themselves a Shadow along with some niever-flyers?”

      “Right,” she murmured, turning that over. “They strike at the winged folk, not only by killing a Queencouncil member, but by doing it so horrifically that the winged folk start to feel unsafe, like the WingGuard can’t protect them, like the Acondors can’t protect them.”

      It made horrible sense. “And not only do the killings achieve all that, it provides an opportunity to frame me at the same time.”

      Deep concern etched into her face. “That’s a complex and well-thought-out strategy, Shadowhawk. If we’re right, Vengeance is not only well-resourced, they’d got a clever mind running their operations.”

      “Then it’s only going to get worse.” Agitation rose up in him, and it was hard to keep still. “And if they’re coming after us too—”

      “One step at a time.” She cut him off, cool and calm. “We need to know more about Vengeance and their motives. Obviously they hate the winged folk and are striking out at them—but why exactly?”

      He forced himself to emulate her calm. “My sources haven’t found anything yet, and my own questioning hasn’t gotten me anywhere.” And the time it was taking was preventing him from doing his usual work. The setback with meeting Saniya tonight only made things worse.

      “Keep at it,” she said. “It might take a while. They’ll be hiding their tracks well.”

      “And just to be clear, anything I tell you goes right back to the Callanan, right?”

      She winced. It was barely visible, but it was there. “I won’t do anything that could harm the people here in Dock City. I give you my word. Is that enough?”

      It was. And she’d just inadvertently admitted something important. “So it’s Vengeance the Callanan have you investigating.”

      Her mouth tightened.

      “Which means they think I’m connected to the group. Or you think I am.” He kept his voice mild. It wasn’t hard. He wasn’t angry anymore, even though he wasn’t sure why. “Which is strange, because you’re the smartest person I’ve ever met, and after everything you’ve seen here, you can’t truly think I’m a member of Vengeance.”

      “Smartest person you’ve ever met, huh?” she said dryly, not answering his question.

      “Don’t get a big head. That’s not a high bar given who I associate with.” He glanced around. “Come on, we’d best get moving.”

      Cuinn took her back through the alleys of Poor Quarter until they reached one near the bridge over the Rush. He kept to the shadows, pointing out the way to the bridge. “You should be fine from here.”

      She hesitated before leaving. “The question I asked before, about whether you had friends or family. I truly was just interested to know. The life you live... well, I just wondered if you had someone, friends or family, that you can go to when things are tough.”

      Interesting. That felt like the truth. He huffed a bitter laugh. “I have nobody, Captain. At least, I haven’t in a very long time.” The memories ached inside, all his loneliness flooding to the surface. And then the words were falling out. He wasn’t sure if it was because they’d been locked up inside so long, or the way she was looking at him... not with pity, but like she understood. “The winged folk took someone from me. I was young, barely twenty. She was going to be my wife. Since then, I haven’t...”

      He shook his head, stopping himself before he dissolved in front of her. It had been so long since he’d allowed himself to think of Raya. After all this time, the memory of her still tore him up into pieces.

      “I’m sorry.” He started as her warm hand pressed against his arm.

      He shook his head. Cleared his throat and stepped away from her touch. He shouldn’t trust her any more than he could trust anyone else in his life. “Better to have nobody. Then nothing can be taken from you.”

      “After Sari died, I thought the same thing. Still do, sometimes.” She shifted, glanced away from him. “I’ll see you around, Shadowhawk.”

      Talyn took one step out of the shadows, then swore and ducked back in almost the same breath.

      “What?” he asked.

      “The one that got away,” she murmured. “Two blocks over, west side of the street, talking to another man without a cloak or mask.”

      He leaned around the corner to see, and quickly placed the two men she was talking about—one cloaked with the hood thrown back, the other dressed in shabby and non-descript clothing. They seemed relaxed, not paying much attention to those passing by them on the street. Neither wore a mask. “How can you tell it’s him?” he asked, dubious.

      “Same cloak. See the tear about two inches long on the bottom hem near his right boot?”

      He squinted. “You noticed that in the middle of him trying to kill us?”

      “I notice everything. Including the slight bulge under his right arm—I bet you that’s the mask.” She glanced back around the corner. “Right, here’s what we’re going to do. You’re going to watch and follow when he moves. I don’t need to tell you how to do that without being noticed. Once he holes up somewhere, come back to this corner and wait for me.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to get more weapons.” She flashed a grin. “This is the opportunity we’ve been waiting for.”

      Anticipation uncurled in him as she ran off into the shadows and he shifted closer to the corner.

      Maybe Vengeance had finally made a mistake.
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      Talyn took the wall walk and the bridges and ladders of the citadel at a run. Triumph and anticipation burned through her, giving her an extra burst of energy. She had no doubt the Shadowhawk would successfully follow their attacker to whatever hidey-hole Vengeance were using.

      And then they could watch. And see. Learn who came to visit. When they went in and out.

      They could follow them to see what they were up to.

      It would tell them everything she needed to know about whatever it was Vengeance were truly after.

      But they were a dangerous group, and the Shadowhawk clearly had no stomach for fighting. She had no intention of being caught watching the place, but if the worst happened, she would be essentially without backup. So she wanted her daggers and a sword. Perhaps a position on the roof across the street would be a safe distance, especially if she brought a bow and quiver of arrows too.

      She’d also need to let Theac know not to worry when she didn’t show up for drill the next morning.

      Talyn took the steps up to her top floor quarters two at a time, sliding to a surprised halt at the sight of a Dock City courier standing outside her door, hand lifted to knock. He looked familiar, and it took a moment for her to place him—on the night of the floods, she’d helped get his mother and several younger siblings to safety. Afterwards, Theac had organised the courier job as a way for him to make enough money to look after his family and rebuild their home.

      “Tomi,” she greeted him, breath coming fast. “It’s nice to see you, but I’m in a bit of a rush, I’m afraid. You have something for me?”

      He looked nervous at being inside the palace, but his voice was even enough when he spoke. “Yes, Captain, it’s an urgent message. It came in on a ship from the Twin Thrones only an hour ago. The captain paid extra for it to be delivered straight to you. He's waiting on a reply—he says they need to weigh anchor in a half-turn if they’re going to make it out on tonight’s tide.”

      Talyn frowned, taking the folded and sealed paper as she opened the door to her quarters and walked through, stripping the wax seal. Tomi waited in the doorway. It was a letter from her mother.

      Talyn,

      I’m so sorry you’re hearing about this via letter, but there was no other way. Your father was attacked last night. He took an arrow in the chest while we were out riding. He's still alive, but it’s a bad wound and the healers are afraid. I can tell they don’t hold much hope even though they’re trying to be positive. I've sent this on the fastest ship the king could commandeer, but I don’t know if it will reach you in time. Please, hurry home.

      Your mother.

      Talyn stared, unseeing, as the letter dropped to the floor. All thoughts of the Shadowhawk and Vengeance vanished from her mind. For a moment she couldn’t move, frozen by shock and horror.

      Her father. Dying?

      How could that be? She’d only just seen him and he’d been alive and well.

      Attacked?

      “Talyn, I’m so sorry,” Sari whispered.

      Why would someone attack a farmer in northern Calumnia? It made no sense. Hot tears rushed to her eyes, and her breath rasped in her chest as she struggled to control her shock and grief.

      “Are you all right, Captain?” Tomi had come into the room without her noticing. When she didn’t reply, he picked up the letter from the floor and scanned the contents. A moment later, a gentle hand touched her shoulders.

      “Is there anything I can do?” he asked.

      His soft words jerked her from her shock. She straightened her shoulders and wiped the tears from her eyes. “I’ll be fine. I have to go, though, right now. Did you say the ship’s captain was waiting for me?”

      “He is. Can I help you get ready?”

      Talyn shook her head, not trusting herself to speak. She took the stairs two at a time, racing up to her bedroom. Inside, she grabbed her empty duffel and stuffed it with a few changes of clothes and her money.

      “Tal, what about—”

      “My father is dying, Sari.”

      “I know, and I’m so sorry, but if you leave now…”

      Talyn paused her frantic packing and sucked in a breath. She was on the verge of breaking open the Vengeance investigation, but the lead was fleeting. “I know, but I can’t linger. I need to try and get home before… I can’t deal with Vengeance right now.”

      She buckled the bag, grabbed her weapons’ belt from where it sat by her bed, then ran back down the stairs.

      She dropped the bag beside her desk by the unlit hearth. On a spare piece of parchment, she wrote a hurried note and passed it to the still hovering Tomi. “Can you make sure Talon Parksin gets that?”

      “Of course. I… I’m sorry Captain,” he said.

      She couldn’t take the sympathy in his eyes. Grabbing her bag, she left without another word.

      

      Talyn ran the whole way down to the docks, uncaring of the weight of the bag slung over her shoulder.

      The ship that had brought her letter had a boat waiting to row her out to where they were anchored. She hesitated before stepping onto it, casting her gaze back over the city.

      If she left now instead of meeting the Shadowhawk, she’d lose her only opportunity of getting to the heart of Vengeance. She didn’t even have time to leave him a message somehow. He’d think she’d abandoned him, might even think she’d betrayed him.

      Her father’s face swam into her thoughts, and she choked back a sob before jumping down into the boat. She had to go home.

      The captain waited for her up on deck. He was a tall, spare man, with ramrod straight shoulders and short-cropped grey hair.

      “Lady Dynan.” He saluted. “I’m Ronan Teal. The ship is ready to leave at once.”

      “How many days to Port Lachley?” She referred to the capital city of Conmor, situated at the northern-most tip of the country, the closest Twin Thrones port to Mithranar.

      He looked confused. “Four days at full sail, but I thought you would wish us to sail for Ryathl?”

      “From Port Lachley I can travel much faster with a SkyRider escort. I don’t have much time to get home before…” She trailed off and swallowed, grateful when Teal saved her from having to say any more.

      His expression cleared. “Of course. I’ll get you there as soon as is humanly possible.”

      “I'd appreciate that, Captain.”

      She stood at the railing while the crew busied themselves around her, working to pull up anchor and turn on a heading out of Feather Bay. Her mother’s letter she clutched in her hand while she stared out over the water.

      Her father couldn’t be dying. It wasn’t possible. She refused to let the tears fall. Not yet.
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      Heartsick, exhausted, he dragged himself through his bedroom window not long before dawn, barely making it inside before Leta paced the garden immediately below.

      Talyn hadn’t come back.

      He’d followed their adversary to a two-story, ramshackle house in the Dock Quarter, made sure the man stayed inside, then gone back to meet her. He’d waited three full-turns before giving up.

      Jasper let out a half-hearted snarl at his entrance, green eyes watching him carefully as he stripped off his Shadowhawk attire, buried it in a ball at the base of his closet, and changed. The tawncat kitten still refused to come near him or be touched, but his challenging hisses and snarls seemed to have faded in intensity.

      Where had she gone? Surely nothing bad had happened to her… no, she could take care of herself. She’d chosen not to come back. It didn’t matter. He’d go out tomorrow night alone, go straight back to that house and see what he could learn about it.

      He would do it alone. As always.

      A sharp knocking at his door below sounded just as he’d dropped to the bed in exhaustion.

      “Is he awake, Nirrin?” Theac’s voice sounded from below, speaking to the Wolf guard who opened the door.

      A murmured response. Cuinn cast around for a robe, mussed his hair a little to make it look like he’d been sleeping, then stepped out of the bedroom and peered down the stairs, closing the door firmly behind him so Jasper wouldn’t take it in his head to try and kill his visitors.

      All the talons were there, Theac standing a few paces in front of the others, Andres coming to investigate what was happening during his shift.

      Theac was upset, and so were the others. Cuinn’s chest tightened. Nonetheless, he summoned his façade, in this instance a sleepy drawl. “Talon Parksin. Can I help you?”

      “Prince Cuinn.” Theac saluted. “I apologise for bothering you, but I have some urgent news that you should be aware of.”

      He sighed, starting down the stairs and making a show of trying not to roll his eyes. “Spit it out then, don’t leave me in suspense.”

      “Captain Dynan received an urgent message from her mother late last night. Her father has been attacked, and his healers are afraid he won’t make it. She left immediately.”

      His eyes widened. Fortunately the shock that was no doubt flashing over his face wasn’t entirely out of place. Talyn’s father attacked. Dying?

      This was why she hadn’t come back.

      Anger sparked, and the urge to do something surged in him. He’d not felt like this since… the realisation was like a shock of cold water in the face. He shook his head. Thinking like that wasn’t going to do any good.

      He was the indolent prince. He had to bury what he felt down deep.

      So he threw himself onto the sofa and stifled a yawn. “I presume she was headed for Calumnia?”

      “Yes, Your Highness.”

      “That’s awfully inconvenient of her father, getting himself attacked and forcing the captain of my guard to leave the country.” Cuinn sighed. His skin crawled at the look on Theac’s face, at the necessity of saying those words. It made him physically ill.

      “She’ll be going to her family home. It’s in a village called Lyall in the north of Calumnia.”

      Cuinn forced himself to shrug. “And why do I need to know all of this? I was sleeping, Talon Parksin. Surely you can take command of the Wolves while she’s gone?”

      Theac cleared his throat, hesitated. Cuinn watched him, inwardly begging the man to summon the courage to ask, to give him the opening he needed. It was obvious what they’d come for and he wanted more than anything to give it to them. He daren’t use any magic in case Liadin—on guard with Nirrin at the door—picked it up, and his heart thudded, hoping…

      “We wondered… well, we hoped.” Theac cleared his throat. “Your Highness, would you consider giving some Wolves leave to travel to Calumnia? If the worst happens, we’d like to be there. I would stay to ensure your continued protection, of course, and I only propose a small group of us go.”

      Bless you, Theac! Cuinn heaved an irritated sigh. “I suppose if I say yes it will get you out of my hair faster so that I can return to my comfortable bed. Two of you can go, the rest stay. And ensure you come back quickly—no lingering for holidays in Calumnia.”

      “Yes, sir!” Theac straightened. The Wolves behind him shared pleased looks.

      “And don’t come crying to me when Ravinire inevitably loses his temper because you came straight to me for permission rather than following the chain of command.”

      Theac looked supremely unbothered by that scenario. “I wouldn’t dream of it, Your Highness.”

      “Then get out of here and let me sleep.”

      With that, Cuinn heaved himself off the couch and flew upwards with a single beat of his wings. Behind him, there was a brief silence, then,

      “You heard him,” Theac snapped suddenly. “Get moving!”

      

      He’d been back in his bedroom for almost a full-turn, pacing the room, unable to sleep, or even stay still, when another pounding came at his door.

      It was so surprising, he was out of his bedroom and halfway down the stairs before he remembered to drag his false persona on. That sort of pounding at this hour could only be trouble and he was already anxious and on edge worrying about Talyn and her father.

      He slowed his pace, furling wings that had been about to leap into flight, instead turning his movements into a lazy saunter down the stairs.

      “What is it now?” he asked as Nirrin opened the door. “Have more of Captain Dynan’s relatives suddenly expired?”

      “Your Highness!” It was Tiercelin, almost pushing past Nirrin in his haste to get inside. He was wearing a shirt and pants only, no uniform or weapon, and his grey wings were rustling with agitation.

      “Stormflight.” Cuinn frowned. “You do realise the time?”

      “I… Talon Lightfinger just came to me to tell me that Captain Dynan’s father was attacked, that he might be dying. Is it true?”

      Cuinn frowned. “Skies, Tiercelin. What makes you think I would know any more about it than her Wolves?”

      Tiercelin’s mouth opened, then closed. He shook his head. Took a step back. Cuinn’s song magic told him that Tiercelin had rushed here in a panic and was now realising that might not have been the best idea.

      “Well?” Cuinn asked, hiding the worry in his voice.

      Tiercelin took a deep breath, glanced over at Nirrin, then back at Cuinn. There was uncertainty in his face, as if something wanted to come out of him but he didn’t know if he could trust Cuinn.

      And in the end he couldn’t. Cuinn tried not to feel how badly that stung. It was his own fault, after all.

      “I’m sorry, Your Highness. I… is there anything we can do for Captain Dynan?” He swallowed. “Maybe I should go there, see if there’s anything I can do for him. My healing magic could—”

      “I’ve already given permission for two of the Wolves to travel there. I can’t give you permission—you’re not a Wolf.” He huffed impatiently. “Really, Stormflight, if your father wasn’t a Queencouncil member I’d be considering having you punished for interrupting me at this hour.”

      “I’m sorry, Your Highness.” Tiercelin’s face closed over. Whatever he’d come to say, whatever had prompted his panic, he would never tell Cuinn now. “I’ll leave at once.”

      He left without another word, Nirrin closing the door softly behind him.

      Cuinn went back upstairs, unease seeping through him.

      What had made Tiercelin so panicked?

      More concerning—what was he going to do about this Vengeance lead without Talyn here to help him? He wouldn’t be able to sneak out again until the following night. He could only hope they were still there by then.
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      With favourable winds, Talyn's ship made landfall at Port Lachley four and a half days out of Mithranar. She’d only been there on a handful of occasions, each time as part of her Callanan work, and had never stayed long. The city sprawled down a rocky bluff to the harbour. Perched at the top of the bluff was the castle fortress: the Dumnorix home in Conmor. East of the city, on a higher promontory, sat the largest SkyRider base outside of their headquarters at Mothduriem in the Ayrlemyre Mountains.

      Talyn went straight from the ship to a public carriage that took her out of the city and along the main road to the SkyRider base. The occasional challenging screech drifted on the afternoon wind—coming from the eagles nesting there.

      At the iron gates of the entrance, she was stopped by two Kingshield guards. Some of the anxiety humming in her veins eased at the sight of them—their presence meant that Aerin Dumnorix, Sky Chieftain and ultimate commander of the SkyRiders, was inside. That would make it much easier to seek assistance in travelling south.

      “I'm Talyn Dynan,” she said, projecting as much authority as she could muster. “I need to speak with the Sky Chieftain immediately.”

      “Chieftain Soar flew in yesterday.” The guard told her. SkyRiders went by their sky names, even the Dumnorix ones. “I’ll take you right to him—we’ve been expecting you.”

      

      Soar was dressed in SkyRider woollen tunic and breeches—all black with the amber stars depicting crossed swords over his heart—when Talyn was shown into his quarters. “Talyn.” He greeted her with a warm hug. Though she’d only met him on a handful of occasions, he was family, and their blood called to each other. In his late forties, he was tall and broad-shouldered, full of life, the grey at his temples only enhancing his air of authority.

      “Have you heard anything? Is my father still…”

      “I haven’t heard, I’m sorry,” he said gently, his bright blue Dumnorix eyes full of sympathy. “One of my SkyRiders brought your mother’s letter to Port Lachley to be sent to you in Mithranar, but I haven’t received any news since. I anticipated that you’d come this way so I delayed my departure for Lyall to wait for you. We can leave as soon as you’re ready.”

      “I’m ready now,” she said instantly.

      He smiled sadly, reaching out to grip her shoulder. “We’ll get you there fast, Talyn. I promise.”

      

      The SkyRider mountain eagles were swift and strong. They made the journey south to Lyall—covering the full length of Conmor and soaring between the peaks of the Ayrlemyre range—in just under four days. Talyn spent the entire journey strapped behind Soar on his eagle, a full legion of SkyRiders dotting the sky around them in escort, stopping only briefly to eat and relieve themselves before continuing on.

      Once they’d landed in one of the open fields behind Talyn’s family home, she waited impatiently while Aerin unstrapped their flying harness and then jumped down.

      By then, those inside the farmhouse had noticed the rather spectacular arrival of fifty SkyRiders dropping out of the sky and were spilling outside to greet them.

      Alyna emerged from the group to stride towards her. Talyn stopped halfway to her mother, pulled up short by the sight of her expression. An icy hand closed over her heart.

      “I’m too late?” She managed to ask the words, fighting the lump in her throat. Even though her mother’s letter had said… she hadn’t truly thought her father would…

      Alyna swallowed. Grief flashed naked and raw in her violet eyes. “Night before last.”

      Talyn nodded slowly, half turning away while she attempted to manage the flood of grief swamping her.

      “Tal, I’m so, so sorry.” Whatever it was that remained of her partner wrapped Talyn in empathy and love, and she ached for Sari so badly it made her hunch over as her knees almost gave out. Tears streaked silently down her face.

      “Alyna.” Soar’s voice dimly seeped into her hearing. “I am deeply grieved to hear of Trys’s loss. What can I do?”

      Alyna reached out to take his proffered hand, squeezing tightly. “Thank you, Soar. The funeral will have to wait for Aethain to arrive—he sent word that he’s on his way. I could use some help with preparing the house for so many visitors and Kingshield.”

      “I’ll take care of it.” Aerin settled a hand on her shoulder before walking away.

      Talyn looked at her mother, scrubbing at her wet cheeks. It didn’t matter. The tears kept falling. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here.” She forced the words out. “What happened?”

      “We were out hunting together—I had a whim to have fresh rabbit stew for dinner.” Alyna’s voice caught and steadied. “The arrows came out of nowhere. They hit him first, then flew at me.”

      “Are you all right?” Talyn straightened in shock, questions spilling out of her. “Who was firing? You were in the foothills, was it brigands?”

      “Brigands rarely come down into the foothills, but it must have been.” Alyna’s jaw was clenched so tightly Talyn was worried she might hurt herself. Her mother held herself rigidly, like she was afraid she’d shatter if she loosened even a little bit. “I don’t know, I didn’t get a good look. My horse bolted, and I’m no Aimsir. I tried to go back and help Trys, but by the time I could get my horse under control and get there…” Alyna bit her lip, tears finally falling.

      Talyn reached out, hugging her mother tightly. Her parents loved each other deeply—after all, Alyna had given up her place as a Dumnorix for her father. Still, she thought this might be the first time in her life when she’d truly seen how deep the love her mother held for Trys Dynan was. Her eyes had no life in them, and her face had a sunken, despairing look, despite the strength she was trying to project.

      “I’m so sorry, Talyn,” Alyna whispered. “I know you loved your father very much.”

      “It’s not your fault,” she whispered. “And I’m sorry too.”

      They hugged for a long time. Then, once both of them had wrestled their grief temporarily under control, they walked arm-in-arm back to the farmhouse. Several Aimsir were dotted around the place, some helping out with the farm jobs, others already under Soar’s control as he sorted out tasks that would need doing before the king and his Kingshield detail arrived.

      “Ariar?” Talyn found herself asking. “Does he know?”

      “I sent a message to Port Lathilly. Allira was in Ryathl when Aethain got the news, so she’ll be travelling here with him and Aeris.” Alyna swallowed. “Can I get you anything? Food, drink?”

      Talyn shook her head, sniffed, scrubbed again at the wetness on her face. What was she supposed to do now? “I’m not hungry.”

      “This came for you. Just yesterday.”

      Talyn took the sealed parchment her mother gave her. She should probably be surprised, curious, that something had come for her in Lyall, but at this moment the only thing she could feel was shock and aching pain. “I’ll go and unpack my bag, Mama.”

      “I’ll make some tea for us.” Alyna tried a smile, but barely managed it. “We can sit out the back, make sure Soar’s not running the poor neighbours ragged.”

      Talyn carried her bag through to her old bedroom and dropped it on the floor. With damp fingers she tore open the note, reading its contents before crumpling it in her hand. On the way back to join her mother, she tossed it into the hearth fire.

      Wait for us.

      

      The funeral waited four more days until Aethain Dumnorix could travel from Ryathl with his wife and son, Allira Dumnorix, and their Kingshield guards. Messages had arrived from the king assuring Alyna he’d be there as soon as he possibly could despite being in the midst of dealing with a sensitive trade negotiation with Montagn. Even though Alyna had removed herself from the influence and political power of the family, she nonetheless remained one of them, and her husband had died.

      The Dumnorix fiercely looked after their own.

      The night before the funeral—the king was scheduled to arrive after midnight—Talyn was in the stables grooming FireFlare. Her Aimsir friends had done as she’d asked and brought FireFlare safely home from Port Lathilly, and the quiet time of silent communion with her mare was a desperately needed respite from the palpable grief inside the farmhouse.

      Her mother was in pain, deep, bone-aching pain, and Talyn found it difficult to separate her own grief from that, especially when she herself had felt similar pain, and still did, over Sari’s death.

      And even out here with FireFlare, she struggled not to despair. She hadn’t made it home in time to farewell her father, and she’d lost her opportunity to get to Vengeance. It felt like she’d failed at everything.

      “You’re being too harsh on yourself.”

      “I can’t help it.”

      The sound of footsteps at the barn entrance had her turning. The First Blade of the Callanan stood there, a hand lifted in greeting. How had she gotten here before the king? Talyn shook her head. It didn’t matter—there was only one thing she wanted to know from Shia.

      “First Blade,” Talyn said tightly. “Tell me you’ve found those responsible for killing my father.” Her hands curled around the stall door in a white-knuckled grip in anticipation of being let loose to hunt the bastards down. Maybe that would ease her despair.

      “I came from Ryathl as soon as I heard about the attack and have consulted with the Callanan posted out here in the north.” Shia paused, regret filling her voice. “But no, none of them have yet learned what happened. I’ve brought with me four pairs of warrior partners to bolster their resources until the culprits are found.”

      Anger flared. Shia probably didn’t deserve to be the target of it, but Talyn didn’t care. “My parents were attacked, First Blade, one of whom is a Dumnorix. How is it that something like that can happen without your Callanan being aware?”

      Shia paused, gaze steady on Talyn. “If you came back to us, you’d be able to help find out.”

      “I’ve made it perfectly clear that I’m not coming back,” Talyn said shortly.

      A moment’s silence, then, “Have you made much progress in Mithranar? I had expected a report from you by now.”

      Talyn’s irritation boiled over. “I’m not the one who put an Armun spy on me. You seriously expected me to trust a Shadow’s word that he was your go-between?”

      “He is. And I didn’t put him there to spy on you. I simply sought Armun resources to assist. They’re trained in secrecy, you know that, and it was the most discreet method I could think of to pass information between us.”

      “Next time try letting me know first.”

      The First Blade’s breath escaped in a hiss of irritation, but she persevered. “Is there anything more you can tell me about the Shadowhawk?”

      Talyn turned away from FireFlare, properly facing the First Blade for the first time. Her bubbling anger was a nice distraction from grief and despair. “I thought you were concerned about Vengeance.”

      “We are.”

      “And I’ve told you he’s not connected to them. Why the ongoing interest in the Shadowhawk?”

      “That’s not for you—”

      “If you want information, then you have to give some.” Talyn was angry, sad and tired, and it made her blunter than she might otherwise have been with the head of the Callanan order. “The goal was always the Shadowhawk, wasn’t it? Even now you tell me what you want is Vengeance, but I can tell it’s really him you’re after. You sent me on a mission without telling me your true purpose. Why?”

      “I’m sure you were paying attention when I told you we had information connecting him to Vengeance.” Shia’s voice turned wintry.

      “And I’ve told you he’s not. Is it that you don’t trust me now?” Talyn challenged. “You called me the best, and you were right. I’m not an idiot, First Blade. What is so important about the Shadowhawk that you used me to get to him?”

      “I can’t tell you. I won’t. Not when you’re not one of us anymore, and you’re not even Kingshield now either.” The First Blade spoke just as bluntly. “But you know us well enough to know that we wouldn’t have sent you after him or Vengeance on a whim. If you have further information on either, I need to know it.”

      Talyn huffed a bitter laugh. “Yes, well, like you just said, I’m not Callanan anymore. I don’t have to tell you a thing.”

      The woman’s face hardened, but before she could respond, one of the local Aimsir knocked at the barn entrance. Talyn had known him for years—they’d grown up as young riders together. “Tal, you’ve got visitors.”

      She frowned. “Who are they, Arn?”

      He gave a little shrug, then gestured behind him. Talyn stilled as Corrin and Zamaril walked into the lamplit barn, the orange glow falling across their immaculate charcoal and white uniforms.

      “Captain,” Corrin said with quiet dignity. “Zamaril and I have come to honour your father.”

      “It’s a small thing,” Zamaril added. “But we are so very sorry to hear of his death. Even though only Corrin and I are here, you should know that all Wolves stand with you.”

      Without a word or a look at the Callanan First Blade, Talyn walked past her and over to her Wolves. Both Corrin and Zamaril saluted sharply as she came to stand before them.

      “Thank you,” she said softly, her voice threatening to choke up. “Maybe we could take a walk?”

      Zamaril stepped aside to let her pass, and the three of them walked out of the barn together.

      For a long time they walked through the dark fields, companionable silence settling around them, the Wolves letting her lead. Eventually she stopped by the far fence, glancing back at the lit house. They settled on either side of her.

      It was Corrin who eventually broke the silence. “There is something I would offer, Captain.”

      When he told her, she smiled and, biting back tears, reached out a hand to rest on his shoulder. “I would like that very much, Corrin. So would Da.”

      A comfortable silence descended, and for the first time since arriving home, the tangled knot of tension, grief and anxiety residing in her stomach loosened a little. It allowed her to take a deep, steadying breath, and that single breath was like coming up for air after being trapped underwater for an age.

      “You grew up here?” Corrin asked.

      “I did.”

      “I don’t think I ever would have left,” he said quietly. “We saw a lot of the countryside on the carriage through from Darsein. It’s beautiful.”

      “You made good time.” Even with a ship straight to the north-western port of Darsein, they must have gotten straight on a carriage to Lyall and not stopped for anything.

      “The Wolves all contributed their week’s wages. It got Corrin and I a berth on the fastest merchant ship and then a priority carriage,” Zamaril said quietly. “Every single one of them. Without us asking.”

      Talyn’s grip on the railing tightened until splinters dug into her palms and her throat closed over.

      “I’m glad you left the Kingshield. You and your Wolves belong to each other, Tal.”

      “Captain?” Zamaril straightened suddenly, Corrin following suit. “Someone is trying to sneak up on us.”

      She scrubbed at the fresh tears on her face and swallowed, then relaxed at the sight of two hooded Callanan approaching along the fence line. “Put away your knives, Corrin.”

      Talyn walked away from the fence and straight into Leviana’s warm hug. Cynia followed suit and for a long moment the three of them stood there, holding tightly to each other. Eventually Talyn stepped back, clearing her throat. “Thanks for coming.”

      “Thanks for waiting.” Leviana pushed her hood back. “Who’s this?”

      Her smile was spontaneous and genuine. “Leviana, Cynia, meet two of my Wolf talons, Corrin and Zamaril. Talons, this Callanan pair are my closest friends in the world.”

      “You’re Wolves!” Leviana said in delight. “Cynia and I have been so curious about you.”

      “It’s a pleasure.” Cynia offered her hand.

      “More Callanan.” Zamaril’s mouth quirked as he shook. “Judging from our captain, you’re quite the fearsome lot.”

      Leviana scowled. “And don’t you forget it.”

      “Pleased to meet you both,” Corrin said politely, shaking their hands.

      “You’re very tall and gangly-looking, aren’t you?” Leviana peered up at him.

      Corrin coloured. Zamaril smirked at him. Cynia shot a chiding glance at her partner.

      Talyn smothered a smile. “Where are you two supposed to be?”

      “By fortunate chance, we were on assignment just north of the Ayrlemyre Mountains when the news came through. The Callanan master in charge of our region thinks we’re on a scouting mission,” Cynia said.

      “One that might take a little longer than he expects.” Leviana shrugged. “When do you want to leave?”

      “The funeral is tomorrow. We’ll go at dawn the day after,” Talyn said decidedly.

      “Are your Wolves going to come running with us?” Cynia asked.

      She looked over at Corrin and Zamaril. “I wouldn’t want to hunt without them.”

      “We’ll have to find them horses,” Cynia said.

      Talyn ignored the horrified glance Zamaril and Corrin shared. “The First Blade is here for the funeral, so you two will have to stay scarce. Where are you staying? I’ll get one of my Aimsir friends to come and help you organise the horses.”

      “At the cheapest inn we could find.” Leviana made a face. “The Pearl.”

      Talyn chuckled. “Don’t worry, Levs, they have great ale there, you’ll love it. We’ll meet you here at dawn, day after tomorrow.”

      “We’ll be here,” Cynia promised.

      Talyn hesitated. “Thanks for the note.”

      “Thanks for waiting.” Leviana waved as she and Cynia disappeared into the darkness. “Nice to meet you, Wolves!”

      Corrin cleared his throat. “We’ve money left for an inn, Captain, if you could direct us to one.”

      “But we’d prefer to stay here, where we can watch your back,” Zamaril said quickly, ignoring Corrin’s pointed glance.

      “I’d prefer you were here too.” Talyn began walking towards the house, waving for them to fall into step. “Let’s introduce you to my mother and find a place for you to sleep.”

      She thought going back inside the house might be manageable now, with Corrin and Zamaril at her back.

      

      Even with her Wolves nearby—she was pretty sure Zamaril was standing silent guard outside her door—sleep was impossible. She stood at the window of her dark bedroom, staring out at the empty fields, trying to think of anything but the fact she’d never see her father again. Which gave free rein to the other subject weighing on her mind.

      She’d gotten so angry at Shia earlier only partly because of guilt. The First Blade wouldn’t blame her for abandoning a key lead in her investigation of Vengeance given what had happened to her father, after all. But there was more about the whole situation that continued to bothered Talyn.

      Particularly the First Blade’s fixation on the Shadowhawk.

      He wasn’t involved with Vengeance. She was certain of it—every instinct she had told her this man cared only about improving the situation of the humans in Dock City. Even when ambushed he’d been reluctant to kill.

      “You’re feeling guilty.”

      “I am,” she admitted with a sigh. “He’s so alone, and he’s been fighting so hard and for so long. I hate to be another person to break his trust. He’s going to think I abandoned him—I didn’t even say goodbye.”

      “But your cause isn’t his,” Sari said gently. “You’re there for the Twin Thrones, for the safety of your people.”

      “But that’s not entirely true, is it?”

      “I don’t want to say ‘I told you so’.”

      The truth was, she did want to do anything in her power to help her country, to fulfil her duty as a warrior and Dumnorix. That was an indelible part of who she was. But she could no longer deny that despite all its frustrations, she also wanted to be in Mithranar, leading the Wolves, helping the Shadowhawk.

      She liked him. He was a criminal, but she couldn’t help but respect his tireless efforts. He had nobody to rely on, yet he kept going, placing his life at risk each and every time he did something to help the humans.

      “And he’s lost someone too,” Sari said.

      The pain in his voice had been unmistakable, an uncharacteristic slipping of his mask, a keen echo of her own grief. “Maybe I should tell him the truth. That he was right about the Callanan being interested in Vengeance.”

      “It’s risky, but if he knew, he could probably help you better. You don’t really think he’s willingly involved with them.”

      “No, but Shia is so certain. There has to be something there.” She frowned. There’d been something else too… something about the ambush her subconscious had seen that her conscious mind had been too preoccupied to notice.

      The Shadowhawk had handled himself well enough, though he clearly had no weapons’ training, and if she hadn’t been there she wasn’t sure he’d have survived the ambush. But something about the fight niggled at her.

      “What?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t quite work it out. The fight was the usual blur, and I was focused on taking them down as quickly as possible.” She shook herself. “I think it might be time to write a report for Shia.”

      “What are you going to tell her?”

      “I don’t know.” She spoke aloud, her determination to keep away thoughts of her father fading under a wall of exhaustion and growing despair. “I wish this hadn’t happened. Da would still be alive, and I would be learning everything I could about Vengeance right now.” She took a deep, shuddering breath. “I just want him back, Sari. Home and safe and smiling at me with that bright smile of his.”

      Instead it felt like everything was lost.
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      Trys Dynan was buried at the far edges of his farm, where the green slopes of the Ayrlemyre foothills flowed into farming land. In full spring bloom, violet and blue wildflowers carpeted the emerald grass.

      The grave had been dug the previous night, and fresh soil stood in a pile beside it, ready to cover the coffin. It was early morning, the air cool and fresh, the sun bright and the sky warm.

      Talyn and her mother stood by the freshly dug soil, heads bowed. Zamaril and Corrin flanked Talyn on either side, in their dress uniforms, ignoring the curious glances thrown their way.

      Behind them, standing in strict rows, were over twenty Callanan who had known and worked with Alyna and had been close enough to come and pay their respects. Aethain, Soar, Aeris and Allira’s Kingshield details stood opposite them. They wore full dress regalia, every buckle polished and uniforms immaculate, shining amber stars on their chests. A contingent of local Aimsir stood behind them, come not for Trys but for Talyn, their sister rider.

      Talyn’s heart ached at the thought that nobody from Mithranar apart from her two Wolves were there, no one from her father’s family. Talyn didn’t even know who they were—she had planned to ask him one day.

      Now she’d never get the chance.

      Everyone looked up as the king made his approach. He was flanked by his son, his SkyRider chieftain, Soar’s daughter Allira, and Ariar Dumnorix, Horselord of the Aimsir.

      Catching Talyn’s eye, Ariar gave her a little wink that almost made her smile. He’d ridden in at dawn and come straight to Talyn and Alyna, smothering them in heartfelt hugs. He and Allira had spent all morning in the farmhouse kitchen, helping to prepare enough food for all the new arrivals—of royal blood they might be, but not above helping where it was needed. Aethain and Aeris had joined Soar and the three had sat quietly with Alyna and Talyn, offering silent support as she prepared to face the funeral.

      “Burn bright and true,” Sari whispered.

      Talyn nodded.

      Aethain stood tall at the top of the grave and spoke the traditional Twin Thrones farewell, telling the story of Trys’s life in Calumnia in his deep, serious voice. Talyn couldn’t look at him as he spoke. She could only stare at the grave where her father would lie, her eyes blurry with unshed tears. Beside her, her mother sobbed quietly.

      The devastation of Sari’s death washed over her in full—this was too similar, too close to home. For a moment her knees threatened to buckle but at that moment her partner was there.

      “I’m with you, Tal,” Sari’s voice whispered. “And so are your Wolves.”

      When she glanced back, Corrin gave her a little smile. Zamaril—Zamaril!—reached out to briefly brush his fingers over her arm in support. Nodding thanks to both of them, she turned back to the king.

      When Aethain finished speaking, he stood back and bowed his head. There was a long silence, then he strode away. Alyna, Ariar, Allira and Soar followed, Zamaril joining them. He hadn’t known her father, but he’d asked to represent her father’s countrymen. They went to fetch the coffin and bring it to its final resting place. Aeris came to stand at Talyn’s shoulder, his hand reaching out to take hers.

      As they reappeared, carrying the oaken casket on their shoulders with heads bowed, a whisper of music passed through the air. As they began to walk, slow and steady, the music came again. It was a slow, haunting tune, full of infinite, bittersweet sadness. It was the music of farewell.

      Corrin stepped up to Talyn’s other side then, his fiddle cradled in his graceful fingers. The tears welling in her eyes fell freely as Corrin played for her father. This was the music he’d missed so badly.

      Her Wolf continued to play as Aethain’s Kingshield guard fired a series of flaming arrows into the sky as tribute. The beautiful music faded as the last arrow fell from the sky.

      Then it was over.

      Trys Dynan was buried, and his friends and family had said goodbye. Alyna hugged her and they clung to each other for several moments.

      Eventually Talyn’s mother walked away to speak with the king and his son. Zamaril and Corrin remained, and she turned to them, wiping the tears from her eyes. “Thank you for coming,” she said softly. “You played beautifully, Corrin.”

      Both nodded, and Corrin managed a sweet smile. “We look out for each other, remember? I hope this in some small way allows you to understand what it was you did for my family, Captain.”

      She swallowed and tried to think of something lighter to say, settling for, “Is this how it’s done in Mithranar?”

      “We burn our dead,” Corrin said quietly. “There’s no room in Dock City for a human graveyard, and the winged folk believe the spirits of their dead loved ones are released back into the skies with the smoke from the funeral pyre.”

      Zamaril cleared his throat then, a spark of his usual swagger flashing in his eyes. “Excuse the ignorant Dock City gutter rat, but do the king of the Twin Thrones, the First Blade of the Callanan, Sky Chieftain of the SkyRiders and Horselord of the Aimsir normally attend all farmers’ funerals?”

      Talyn winced. In her grief and genuine relief at seeing her two Wolves come for her father’s funeral, she hadn’t even thought of what the implications were. And of course Zamaril had made it his business to learn who everyone staying at the farmhouse was. Not that the fifty-odd Kingshield crowding the place wouldn’t have made it obvious.

      Corrin gave Zamaril a sharp nudge with his elbow. “We can talk about this later. The captain is grieving.”

      “No, it’s all right,” she said, then took a breath. “My mother is the king’s first cousin.”

      Both men’s mouths dropped open. Zamaril managed to speak first. “So you’re…”

      “Dumnorix, yes.”

      “What is a Dumnorix princess doing coming to Mithranar as a guard for our prince?” Zamaril demanded.

      “I genuinely was just a Kingshield guard, I’m no princess,” she said. “I—”

      “Talyn!”

      A warm, familiar voice called her name. She looked around to see Tarcos walking towards her with long, quick strides. His hazel eyes were filled with concern.

      “Tarcos,” she whispered, and turned to meet him. He caught her up in his arms and held her tightly. “You came with Aethain?”

      He offered a small smile. “Of course I did. When I heard… I’m so sorry, Tal. Whatever you need, I’m here.”

      “Thank you.” She buried herself in his hug, while Zamaril and Corrin discreetly made themselves scarce.

      

      Most of those that had come to the funeral went back to the farm for a meal afterwards. The two Wolves pitched in to help circulate food and drinks and ensure Alyna didn’t need to do anything.

      Tarcos stayed close, holding Talyn’s hand or keeping a warm arm around her shoulders. His presence steadied her, just as it had after Sari’s death. It had been one of the reasons they’d become lovers—the Firthlander prince had been one of the very few non-Dumnorix whose quiet presence could take some of the edge off her overwhelming grief.

      When she saw her mother slip unnoticed out the door, Talyn whispered a few words to Tarcos and followed her out. Alyna stood on the veranda, leaning on the railing, her violet eyes staring off into the distance.

      “Mama, I’m sorry. I can only imagine how you must be feeling,” Talyn said softly, coming to stand behind her.

      Her mother gave a sharp nod, but wouldn’t look at her.

      “If you want my advice…” Talyn hesitated. “Go back to Ryathl. Go and be with our family. Unless you have an overwhelming desire to keep running this farm, go to them, Mama.”

      Alyna swallowed. “I only ever came out here for him.” She turned to meet Talyn’s sad gaze. “Sari… that’s why you went to Ryathl after her death?”

      She nodded. “It didn’t change the grief I felt… but being near them helped me hold on until I could begin to heal.”

      “What will you do?” her mother asked.

      “Go back to Mithranar.” She spoke the words without even thinking about it. That unsettled her, how certain she was, how deeply she already missed the place even though she’d only been gone a week or two.

      Alyna tried a smile. “Your command must be very loyal to come all the way here.”

      “They’re the reason I stay,” she admitted. “Prince Cuinn isn't the type to inspire undying loyalty. The Wolves though… they’re some of the best people I know. Some of the finest warriors I’ve ever known, too.”

      “And you’re doing something there for the Callanan? Shia didn’t come all the way here just for the funeral, did she?”

      “I was, still am in a way. But I’m not going back to them, Mama.”

      Alyna reached out to wrap her arms around Talyn.

      Talyn hugged her back tightly. Guilt surged. She should stay, at least for a little while, be there for her mother.

      But she couldn’t.

      

      Later in the afternoon, Talyn left Tarcos and her mother and went searching for the First Blade. She was out in the back garden, speaking with a pair of Callanan warriors who’d just ridden in.

      “Anything?” Talyn asked after Shia had dismissed them.

      “Not yet, I’m afraid.” Shia took a breath. “I owe you an apology, Talyn. I should have been more considerate of your grief the other night. I was wrong to say what I did.”

      Talyn made a negating gesture. She’d been as much to blame as Shia for their fight. “It’s fine. I was angry at the world, and while I still don’t appreciate that you’re keeping things from me, there is some information you should know.”

      Shia took a seat on a nearby bench and waving for Talyn to join her. “Such as?”

      “There was a murder not long before I left—one of the queen’s councillors and a senior Falcon found dead in the councillor’s room.” Talyn paused, watching Shia’s face carefully. “I was asked to review the scene and provide my thoughts. There were indications of Shadow involvement.”

      Shia frowned. “Did you ask your contact?”

      “I did. He said there were no orders given from Firthland. At least, as far as he knew.”

      “So someone was making it look like a Shadow assassination?”

      “Actually, someone tried to make it look like the Shadowhawk did it,” Talyn said. “And there have been other murders—apparently unconnected—but strongly linked to this Vengeance gang you claim to be interested in. I’ve also learned they were the group behind the assassination attempt targeted at the queen.”

      Shia’s eyes flashed in shock. “How is the Shadowhawk connected to all of it, Talyn?”

      “If you want my opinion, he’s not,” she said firmly. “He’s a crusader, trying to make life better for the humans in Mithranar. You have no idea how they’re treated by the winged folk.”

      It was Shia’s turn to search Talyn’s face. “To be so certain, there must be more that you know.”

      “Just like there’s more you know,” Talyn said evenly. “What do you want me to do next?”

      Shia sat back with a sigh. “Murders. It’s not consistent with what I expected to learn about Vengeance.”

      “That’s odd,” she said, an edge to her voice. “Because murders are exactly what I’d expect to learn about a criminal gang that trades in weapons and slaves. It’s the political assassination attempt that sticks out for me—it’s the first I’ve seen from a smuggling gang, violent or not.”

      Shia looked away. “Talyn, I promise you, we have genuine concerns about Vengeance. I can’t tell you why—the information is too sensitive. But believe me, I am worried. The king is worried.”

      Talyn toyed with a leaf that had fallen into her lap while they sat talking. “Then I will help, First Blade. What do you need from me?”

      “Whether the Shadowhawk is involved or not, I need you to use him to get to this network.”

      “I’ve told you, he’s not part of Vengeance.”

      “He’s linked to them, Talyn. You may not have found that link yet, but I am telling you he is. I am more confident about that than I am about anything else in this puzzling mess.”

      “He has resources that you know nothing about—he wouldn’t be able to operate if he didn’t,” Sari pointed out.

      Talyn nodded slowly. “Then I’ll find the link.”

      “Thank you.” Shia rose. “And I’m truly sorry for burdening you with this at such a time. If there’s anything you need, talk to your contact. I’ll do my best.”

      “Is he reporting my information only to you?”

      “Yes.” Shia said. “The warlord knows we’ve requested Armun help, of course, but he’s not privy to the details. That’s how discreet this needs to be.”

      Talyn remained where she was, the leaf in her fingers worried to pieces, as Shia left the garden and went back inside. Her heart ached.

      “Are you sure about this? You’re torn, Tal, I can feel it even if you won’t admit it.”

      “I am Dumnorix. My duty, my responsibility, is the stability and safety of my country. If my uncle is concerned… then I trust that this is important, that there’s a good reason they can’t tell me everything. That trumps all else.”

      

      Before dawn the next morning, Talyn rolled out of bed. She donned breeches, shirt and her Callanan cloak, then buckled on her belt with Sari’s daggers and crept out the window. Outside everything was still, a pre-dawn hush covering the fields around the house. Only the Kingshield guards on duty were awake.

      “Just going for a ride,” she murmured to the guard by the back door, a tall, rangy man she wasn’t familiar with.

      His easy smile told her he’d been Aimsir in his previous life. “Want one of us to come with you? It’d make the captain much more comfortable given what’s happened.”

      Talyn shook her head and returned the smile as she lied through her teeth. “I won’t range far, not anywhere near the foothills. I just need some peace and quiet.”

      He looked reluctant. “I’ll keep an eye out for your return.”

      Zamaril and Corrin, who’d been sleeping in the barn, were both awake and waiting for her as she slipped inside. FireFlare tossed her head excitedly when she saw Talyn bringing the saddle over.

      It wasn’t long until the three of them moved quietly through the dim light towards the fencing of the far paddock. Leviana and Cynia were arriving just as they were, mounted and leading two horses. By then a pink glow lit the horizon.

      “Arn promised they were docile and will handle a raw rider well,” Cynia murmured.

      Talyn nodded. Both Wolves listened carefully as she showed them the best way to mount up, then how they should use the reins while they were in the saddle. By the time everyone was mounted and ready to go, the rising sun had become a fiery orange light illuminating the horizon.

      “We should probably get going before the Kingshield spot us and work out I’m not just going for an early ride.” Talyn looked at her Callanan friends. “I’ll lead, Zamaril and Corrin directly behind, you two bring up rear.”

      Holding FireFlare in for the benefit of the non-Aimsir horses wasn’t easy, and Talyn’s arms were burning from the strain before they’d reached the boundary of her parents’ farm. Cynia had just dismounted to open the gates when the rumble of approaching hoofbeats sounded from the direction of the house.

      It quickly resolved into a big grey stallion ridden by Ariar Dumnorix. A quiver bristling with arrows hung at his back, amber swords stitched into the leather, and the Aimsir recurve bow was hooked to the front of his saddle. He also wore a dagger at his left side. Reaching them, he reined in with casual ease, flashing them all a sunny smile before lifting an eyebrow at Talyn. “Doing a little hunting, Cousin?”

      “I am,” she said.

      “Good. Greylord and I are in the mood for a hunt.” His smile widened. “Introduce me to your friends, won’t you?”

      “Where’s your Kingshield?” she asked him suspiciously.

      He shrugged. “Sleeping, or busy not realising I’m gone.”

      Talyn couldn’t help but smile. Ariar’s irrepressible nature had always lightened her sprit. “Callanan warriors Leviana Seinn and Cynia Leed. My Wolf talons, Zamaril Lightfinger and Corrin Dariel. Friends—this is my cousin, Ariar Dumnorix.”

      “Seinn?” Ariar turned his bright blue eyes to Leviana. “You’re Rodrich Seinn’s daughter?”

      “Guilty as charged, Your Highness.”

      “He’s a bore, isn’t he? I heard he’d cut you off. Just between you and me, you’re probably better off.” Ariar made a face. “And my hunting companions call me by first name.”

      “Ariar, please don’t make them any more uncomfortable than they already are.” Talyn gave him a pointed look. Zamaril and Corrin were managing stiffly polite looks admirably given their training, but neither they nor Cynia were accustomed to speaking informally with a Dumnorix prince and Horselord of the Aimsir.

      “Fine, fine. Are we going, then?” He picked up the reins. “How about I take the lead? I’ve read all the reports on the incident several times over.”

      He was already off before Talyn could respond, so she merely shrugged and kicked FireFlare after him.

      

      A full-turn’s ride brought them to the area where her parents had been attacked. In the near distance, the peaks of the Ayrlemyre Mountains were imposing, still snow-capped despite the fact it was almost summer. Their rugged slopes were etched in stark detail, cold, merciless and breathtaking at the same time.

      Forested foothills spread from the base of the mountains south into northern Calumnia, and the morning ride had brought Talyn and the others into their fringes.

      Evidence of multiple Aimsir riders and mounted Callanan coming through the area was everywhere, left by those combing it for clues about who had been behind the attack.

      But Talyn had wanted to see it for herself.

      Ariar reined in just before a small clearing, holding up his hand for them to halt. Leviana reached out to grab Zamaril’s saddle as his horse trundled on despite the thief’s attempts to yank firmly on the reins. Corrin managed to stop his mare before Cynia had to intervene.

      Talyn dismounted, everyone else doing the same, albeit not as gracefully. None of them needed instructions, not even the Wolves, each bringing their own expertise to assessing the scene. She went straight to the splatters of dried blood in the centre of the clearing. They were broken up by scuffed ground—the hooves of her father’s panicking horse, no doubt. Her fingers hovered over the fading stains, tears welling in her eyes.

      “You okay?” Ariar hunkered beside her, eyes studying the ground the same way she was.

      “I’m fine. What do you make of this?”

      “Two horses rode in. Both started panicking at some point.” Ariar frowned in concentration. “A rider fell here. One horse bolted back the way it had come, the other off to the east.” He rose and moved a short distance away, following the sign. “The first horse came back, and its rider dismounted near the fallen rider.”

      That accorded perfectly with her mother’s account of the incident—that her horse had bolted and she’d come back as soon as she’d gotten it under control.

      “And if I’m reading the fallen body right…” She swallowed, forced herself past the horrifying knowledge she was speaking about her father. “He was hit from the front, fell backwards and slightly to the left out of the saddle?”

      “Agreed.” Ariar glanced around. “Meaning the shooter was ahead of him. He hit the ground with some force, too—see the depth of the indentations—so I’m guessing a longbow shot.”

      “Tal?”

      She looked up at the sound of Cynia’s voice. She and Leviana were inspecting the trees just north of the clearing. Talyn rose to her feet, going to join them. Ariar headed in a different direction, following the sign from her father’s bolting horse. A quick glance showed Zamaril doing his own inspection of the area while Corrin stood in guard position near their horses.

      Watching their backs.

      “What is it?” she asked the Callanan.

      “Someone climbed this tree.” Leviana pointed out scuff marks in the bark, then pointed further back into the trees. “Cynia found similar markings in that tree, and another just beyond it.”

      “All of them are too close for those markings to be made by the shooter though,” Talyn murmured. “Ariar reads the shot as a longbow.”

      “So there was a chain of spotters, maybe?” Leviana glanced around. “A longbow archer would have needed that in such thick brush.”

      Both Talyn and Leviana looked to Cynia—the best archer either had ever known—for confirmation of the theory.

      Cynia stepped to the side, gazing thoughtfully back towards the clearing. “Even with spotters, if I was shooting from that distance with a longbow, I’d need a clear shot through the trees. I couldn’t afford a stray leaf or branch messing up the trajectory of the arrow.”

      “And if there were spotters, this wasn’t a lone archer,” Talyn said. “So we’re talking an experienced crew.”

      “Can you find a position like that?” Leviana asked her partner.

      Cynia nodded and moved off through the trees. Zamaril wandered over then, face set in the thoughtful expression he wore when he was trying to figure something out.

      “What’s your read on this?” she asked him.

      “First, from everything I just heard, this wasn’t a random attack.” Zamaril gestured around them. “We’re in an isolated spot, yet your shooter was positioned in a place with a clear shot to this particular clearing and there were spotters along the path your parents were taking.”

      A leaden weight settled in her stomach at Zamaril’s confirmation of what they’d already been thinking. “Anything else?”

      “I don’t know enough about how things work here to offer more.” He frowned. “The brigands you talk about. They good enough to carry out a coordinated attack like this?”

      Ariar reappeared from within the trees, blue eyes troubled. “Absolutely.”

      Talyn frowned. “Yes, but we’re barely in the foothills here, and they operate much deeper inside the mountains. They’re after valuable supplies and goods moving along the handful of roads linking Calumnia to Conmor. What would bring them this far out of the mountains?”

      “I don’t know, but we’ve seen more of it recently,” Ariar said. “As we launch attacks on their major bases deep in the mountains, they just seem to scatter, even roaming as far as the Thalion River in Conmor and the foothills near here.”

      “The use of a longbow is odd, right?” Leviana asked. “In my experience brigands use smaller recurve bows like the Aimsir—much lighter and easier to carry given how mobile they have to be.”

      “That’s true,” Talyn murmured. She couldn’t remember a time when she and Sari had seen a brigand with a longbow.

      “Captain, I think the most important question here is whether the attackers knew who your parents were,” Zamaril pointed out. “Because an assassination attempt on a member of the Dumnorix family is a far different thing than a brigand attack on a farmer. The first has all kinds of implications. The second makes no sense unless the farmer was carrying something valuable on him.”

      Three sets of eyes turned to him.

      “He’s right.”

      “Tal!”

      At the sound of Cynia’s voice, Leviana spun and set off through the trees. Sharing a troubled glance with Ariar, Talyn followed suit.

      Cynia was up in a tree that looked no different from any of the others around it. She was perched high off the ground, her bow drawn and sighted in the direction of the clearing.

      “I’ve got a clean line of sight through to the clearing,” she said. “And I could make the shot, though it wouldn’t be easy. Spotters would be critical, and I’d have needed time to find this position.”

      “Definitely not random, then.” Leviana scowled.

      Ariar immediately began searching around the tree. Cynia slung her bow over her shoulders and dropped to the ground. “There’s another thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      Zamaril spoke before Cynia could. “If an archer up there had a clean line of sight through to the clearing, that means they had a clear shot on both your parents.”

      “And they took down my father with the first shot,” Talyn said in realisation, ignoring the cold slide of nausea in her stomach. “He was the target.”

      “No, that’s not it.” Ariar jumped up suddenly. “Tal, the sign back there… your mother’s horse was half a head or so in the lead coming into the clearing. Your father’s horse, it looks like maybe it shied, or got excited by something, but cut across in front. If the spotters signalled as soon as your parents entered the clearing…”

      “The shot was at Mama. But Da’s horse cut in front after the arrow was loosed,” she murmured, eyes going distant as she visualised the scene. Random chance—a horse shying— taking her father’s life instead of her mother’s. She wasn’t sure whether knowing that was better or worse.

      Leviana reached out to squeeze her arm in sympathy.

      She shook away Leviana’s touch. “I’m fine.”

      “I’ve got a trail!” Cynia’s voice sounded triumphantly from ahead. “Lord Ariar, what do you think?”

      Anticipation curled in Talyn’s stomach as Ariar ran forward. Zamaril plunged after them, Leviana stopping to shout back, “Corrin, you good to keep watching our backs?”

      “I’ve got you,” he called back. “Do what you need to do.”

      “I like your Wolves,” Leviana muttered as she fell into step with Talyn. “And your boy Zamaril should be Callanan. He’s sharp as anyone I’ve ever met.”

      “They both should be.” Talyn smiled at the look on Leviana’s face. “Both of them can shield.”

      Ariar and Cynia waited for them in another small clearing, Ariar starting to talk the moment Talyn appeared. “There were three of them, on foot. The shooter and two spotters. They met up here and had horses waiting.”

      “The trail leads for a short distance to a river that flows out of the mountains.” Cynia pointed. “I took a look, the tracks end there. Lord Ariar, if you’d like to check that I haven’t read anything wrong, you—”

      Ariar waved a hand. “You’re Callanan, you know what you’re doing.”

      Cynia shot Talyn a surprised glance. Talyn almost smiled. Leviana beamed from ear to ear at the unconscious compliment the Horselord had just paid her partner.

      “Why hasn’t anyone picked this up yet?” Zamaril asked with a frown. “The Callanan have been all over the ambush site.”

      Talyn glanced at Ariar. “My guess is it’s because Callanan were reading the sign in the clearing, not Aimsir. They missed the fact it was a longbow shot and wouldn’t have been looking so far away for the shooter’s position.”

      Ariar dismissed her implicit gratitude with a wave. “An easy read to miss if you don’t know sign like we do.”

      “Right.” Leviana looked around. “So they used the river to obscure their retreat?”

      Talyn nodded. “Any brigand would know that with an attack like this, the Callanan and Aimsir will be coming hard after them.”

      “This doesn’t fit right for me.” Cynia frowned. “Your father’s body wasn’t robbed, and after your mother’s horse bolted, they didn’t stick around to ambush her when she came back. If they were after her, why not try again?”

      Zamaril gave a little shrug. “Three professionals came to kill Captain Dynan’s mother. They planned the ambush, waited for her, then they screwed up and missed their best opportunity, so they retreated before they could be caught. From their perspective, either Lady Alyna’s horse bolted clean away and wasn’t coming back, or they were about to have a furious, warned, and deadly Callanan warrior on their hands.”

      The looks Leviana and Ariar shot Zamaril’s way suggested he might want to be a little more sensitive.

      “It’s fine,” she told them. “I don’t want you all tip-toeing around me. And Zamaril is right. But that brings us back to his first question. Did they know who my mother was?”

      “There’s a good chance they didn’t know she’s Dumnorix,” Ariar pointed out. “Out here in the north, few people do. Particularly since she decided to eschew her Kingshield detail when she married Trys and moved out here.”

      “You don’t set up a professional attack like this to kill a farmer’s wife.” Zamaril sounded all kinds of dubious.

      “Unless…” Cynia said slowly. “Your mother wasn’t just a Dumnorix who became a farmer’s wife, Talyn. What if this was targeted at your mother, not because she’s Dumnorix, but because she was Callanan? She worked not only against the brigands, but also put a lot of nasty criminals away. What if someone wanted revenge? It’s happened before.”

      That made a certain amount of horrible sense. Talyn bit her lip. She wanted to tear whoever it was limb from limb… slowly.

      Ariar appeared to agree. “It’s a lead the First Blade can hunt down. And Tal, my Aimsir will join the investigation from this end. I’ll start a search north of the river, see if we can’t find where the attackers left it. Or whether there’s a new base established nearby.”

      “Do you want us to stay and help?” Leviana offered.

      Yes.

      “No. You need to get back on duty before you get into trouble. And you helped me with the most important part, working out what happened.” She smiled at them. “I won’t forget it.”

      In tacit agreement, they turned and began making their way back to the horses. A sombre mood had fallen over the group. Knowing more about what happened helped—at the very least, focusing on the details of the scene in the same way she had hundreds of times before had distracted her from the aching grief inside.

      “I want to see them bleed, whoever was responsible.” Sari hissed.

      “They will when the Callanan and Aimsir catch up to them.” Her uncle’s vengeance would not be slow in coming. Nobody touched a Dumnorix family member. Once he learned that it was Alyna who had been the target… and once her mother was warned, well, she was as fearsome as any Callanan alive. If they were foolish enough to come for her again, they wouldn’t live to tell about it.

      Ariar fell into step beside her. “What about you, Tal? Want to stick around and hunt with my Aimsir?”

      She almost said yes, wanted to say yes. But despite her white-hot anger at whoever had done this, she knew deep down that her staying wasn’t the best way to catch her father’s killers. If Sari were still alive and they were still warrior partners, they would have hunted without respite… but Talyn was different now.

      “No. My Aimsir skills are rusty—I’m not going to do a better job than your riders. I’m going to go back to Mithranar.” At least there she had a job to do, she could feel like she was achieving something to help the Twin Thrones. Maybe, somehow, the Vengeance lead would still be there.

      His smile flashed. “You know I’ll do everything I can to find them, right?”

      “I do.”

      “And I’ll have a word with the First Blade tonight. You can expect Leviana and Cynia to be assigned to the Callanan investigative team. They won’t be going back to Conmor.”

      Unable to convey her gratitude with words, she simply reached out and squeezed his arm.

      “Although I am admittedly a wonderful cousin, I’m not doing it completely for your sake,” he said, that troubled frown returning. “I’d like trusted Callanan working on it, and your friends are clearly that.”

      Her mind made the leap quickly. “You don’t think the attack is connected to the recent changes in brigand activity?”

      “I honestly don’t know.” He sighed. “We caught a Montagni a few months back. He was living with a group of brigands, apparently fighting alongside them. Couldn’t get any of them to tell us what he was doing there though.”

      “Where is he now?” Talyn remembered Shia telling her about the Montagni, and wondered whether Ariar knew the sensitive information that had the First Blade and her uncle so concerned.

      “Dead. Found hung from a rope in his holding cell three days after we captured him.” The grim line of Ariar’s jaw told her how disturbed he was by that.

      “Self-inflicted?”

      “It was hard to tell.”

      “And no other indications of Montagni brigands since?”

      Ariar shook his head.

      “One Montagni doesn’t a conspiracy make,” Talyn said. “There’s a highly plausible scenario in which he crewed—or otherwise travelled on—a boat from Montagn, fled ashore at one of our ports, and fell into a life of crime.”

      “I’d completely agree if he hadn’t hung himself—or been helped to hang himself—after capture.”

      Talyn hesitated, then took a chance. “I take it you’re aware of the Callanan’s concerns regarding a gang operating out of Montagn and Mithranar?”

      “Yes. The poor Montagni prisoner had barely expired before I had Master Ranar and a team of Callanan warriors descending on Port Lathilly assigned to investigate,” he said dryly. “Followed by several not-so-subtle hints from Uncle-dearest that I’m to help Ranar in any way possible. Something has him and the First Blade spooked.”

      “Spooked enough to have me secretly carrying out an investigation in Mithranar,” she said, throwing her hand up to forestall the questions already on his face. “I can’t tell you much more than that, it’s beyond sensitive, apparently. But you’re right, something about this gang has them spooked.”

      “All right, Cousin, but how about you and I make an agreement now to keep each other apprised of what we find out?” he said, blue eyes for once serious. “After all, this kingdom is ours, not Shia Thorineal’s.”

      “I don’t have an easy way of communicating discreetly from Mithranar, but yes, it’s a deal.” She trusted Ariar more than she’d ever trust the First Blade, as much as she respected Shia.

      A wolfish smile filled his face. “If this gang is planning something here, it’s not going to end well for them.”
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      Three days passed before he was able to sneak out of the citadel and back down to Dock City at night—a combination of a court dinner he hadn’t been able to avoid and Theac’s obsessive watchfulness in Talyn’s absence—and by then the house he’d followed the Vengeance member to was empty.

      After searching the place from top to bottom, cloaked in shadow, and finding nothing but old, dusty furniture, he’d sworn long and fluently for several minutes. Either they’d somehow known they’d been followed, or they regularly moved locations.

      Either way—the lead was lost.

      He soaked in the bitter disappointment of that for two more days before word came that a cargo ship from Montagn carrying supplies of fresh vegetables had docked.

      Directly west across the wide channel between the southern tip of Mithranar and the east coast of Montagn sat the massive port of Acleu. To this port came the produce from the fertile southwestern farming region of Montagn to be shipped offshore.

      Mithranar received the majority of its produce from Acleu, particularly during the hottest summer months when the heat and humidity were too oppressive for anything other than a handful of tropical fruits to grow—and naturally these were hoarded by the winged folk. Even the gardens higher up in the citadel struggled. Montagn knew it, and the prices for vegetables during summer always rose sharply.

      The Queencouncil, never ones to spend when they didn’t need to, ensured enough supplies came in to feed the citadel and palace, with just enough left over for the wealthier market and shop owners in Dock City to purchase.

      But with Montagn charging more during summer, the merchants in Dock City had to charge more too, and for a limited supply.

      As always, the poor missed out.

      Summer wasn’t just oppressively hot and sticky in Dock City. It was also a time when illness ran rampant with rats, mosquitoes and fleas thriving throughout the poor areas where sanitation was almost non-existent. Having limited access to fresh fruit and vegetables, the humans succumbed quickly. Meanwhile, the Acondor family, along with most of their court, retreated to the SkyReach and the Summer Palace to escape the hottest months.

      So as far as the Shadowhawk was concerned, the palace certainly wouldn’t need the supplies that had just arrived.

      Navis’s message arrived barely a full-turn after the ship’s arrival to let him know where the supplies were being moved to—uncharacteristically quick, but for good reason. Even more fortunate, Cuinn was down in Dock City to receive the message, having managed to sneak away from the Wolves earlier in the evening than usual.

      If the Shadowhawk wanted to steal the supplies for Dock City, he had a single night to get it done. The vegetables would spoil quickly. And Navis’s message warned that the Falcons planned to start moving the produce up to the citadel the following morning.

      Petro, emptying trash into a large bin in the alley out the back of his café after closing up for the day, didn’t look surprised to see the Shadowhawk appear from the shadows. “You know where they moved the crates?”

      Cuinn nodded. “Can I use your network tonight?”

      “I thought you might ask, so we’re ready to go. Where shall we meet you?”

      Cuinn gave him the address Navis had included in his message. “Can you send one or two of yours over there now to keep an eye on the place? Let’s aim to move in at midnight.”

      “Consider it done. I’ll see you at midnight.”

      

      Midnight found him crouched on the roof across the street from what appeared on the surface to be an empty warehouse. Since leaving Petro he’d been across the city to leave a message for Saniya in the hopes she, or one of her people, saw it before midnight. Then he’d taken a long, convoluted route back in case he was being followed.

      Normally he enjoyed these moments before a hit—the opportunity to do something always made him feel free, excited, right. Tonight though, anxiety thrummed at the pit of his stomach. It wasn’t just incompetent Falcons and City Patrol he had to worry about now. The last thing he wanted was Vengeance staging another ambush where his helpers might get hurt.

      Weariness tugged at him—even at night it was uncomfortably hot and his clothes were soaked through. Reaching inside his cloak, he trailed his fingers over the arrow he’d slid inside the lining, reassuring himself it was there. Then he focused on the warehouse, studying it to distract himself from his tiredness.

      It was in the Wealthy Quarter and owned by a winged family—winged folk owned most of the nicer buildings in Dock City and charged exorbitant rent—but tonight it sat dark and quiet.

      Movement on the street below had him dropping silently from the roof. Petro glanced at him in acknowledgement, not displaying any surprise at his sudden appearance. “How do you want to do this?”

      “Has it been this quiet all night?”

      A slight shake of the head. “Marik saw two lots of City Patrol walk past. Same two Patrolmen, and they checked the locks on the door both times.”

      “Bribed to keep an eye on the place, no doubt.” Cuinn nodded. “How long apart?”

      “About two full-turns between the visits. The last one was less than a half-turn ago.”

      So they had time. “I’ll go in first, make sure the supplies are in there and see if there are any Falcons stationed inside guarding them,” Cuinn murmured. “How many helpers have we got?”

      “Six tonight, all separated and loitering about two blocks back waiting for my word.” Petro hesitated. “If Saniya doesn’t make it, we might need to get the Dock Quarter crew’s help in storing the stuff temporarily—there’s always a spare shed or two down there.”

      “I left a message for my usual contact there just in case,” Cuinn said. Petro didn’t know who it was, and never would, just like his Dock Quarter contact didn’t know who Petro was.

      “You’re not starting this party without me, are you?”

      Cuinn turned at Saniya’s approach, relief relaxing his shoulders. Her presence would make storage and distribution much easier, and now he didn’t have to involve more of his people.

      Petro gave her a wary glance, but said nothing. The woman was dressed head to toe in faded, non-descript clothing, her dark hair drawn back in a tight bun at the base of her neck. As always she appeared cool to Cuinn’s magic, like an edged blade—focused and deadly. The similarity of that to something else niggled at him, but he pushed it away. No time for distractions.

      “Saniya. It’s been a while.” He greeted her.

      “I’m not the one standing me up for scheduled meetings.”

      “I was ambushed on the way to the last one,” he explained. “Thought I’d best steer clear so I didn’t land you in trouble as well.”

      She regarded him a moment, expressionless. Even her emotions told him nothing. “Then I appreciate you doing me a solid. We ready to go tonight?”

      “You’ve got a way to get the produce distributed before it spoils?” he asked in a low voice.

      “As long as we get our cut.” She nodded. “My people are already working on readying three of our usual locations—they have underground storage, which is cooler—with the aim to start distributing by tomorrow afternoon depending on how much heat we get from the Falcons. Wagons should be arriving within the next quarter-turn.”

      As wary as Cuinn was of Saniya and her group, their efficiency and professionalism never failed to impress him. And it made what he was trying to do so much easier.

      Petro looked between them. “I’ll assign two of my people to load each wagon. I reckon it will take us maybe a full-turn to empty the warehouse, which should be plenty of time before the next patrol.” He glanced at Cuinn. “Shadowhawk, you and I will keep a lookout for City Patrol or Falcons while they work?”

      “It’s a plan,” Saniya said crisply.

      Cuinn nodded agreement. “I’m going in to scout first. Saniya—hold those wagons back until I give the all clear. If anything goes wrong, you both scatter and don’t come back. Wait for me to re-establish contact, not the other way around. Clear?”

      Two long-suffering nods plus an eyeroll from Saniya. They’d heard this many times before.

      Petro and Saniya melted back into the shadows with a clear line of sight on the warehouse as Cuinn climbed back up to the roof. His arms burned with the effort, and it wasn’t the first time he wished he could just use his wings as the Shadowhawk. Not only would it make things easier, but they ached after so long held tightly furled at his back under the cloak.

      Three roof hops and he was on the roof of the warehouse. He crouched there for a long time, straining with all his senses to detect whether anyone was below. He didn’t risk using his song magic given the potential that Falcons might be inside. Very few had a second ability for song magic in addition to their warrior magic, but it would be foolish to risk it.

      When he was satisfied the roof was empty, he padded over to the door leading inside. It opened without a creak, revealing a dark stairwell leading inexorably downwards. Inky blackness surrounded him like a comforting blanket as he closed the door and began moving softly down the stairs.

      The stairwell ended in a landing which overlooked the warehouse floor below. Apart from a series of crates stacked over near the warehouse entrance, the entire place was empty.

      Too empty.

      There should be Falcon guards somewhere. There always was for produce this valuable. His hands curled on the rusted railing of the landing, eyes relentlessly scanning every crevice of the cavernous space.

      His eyes and ears confirmed it was empty. Cautiously, he slipped over the railing and balanced on the edge before dropping down. He landed in a crouch, palms flat on the cold concrete of the floor, wings remaining tightly furled at his back.

      And then they sprang the trap.

      Wings rustled as Falcons dropped down from where they’d been waiting, still as statues, in the rafters above, demonstrating a patience and competence he hadn’t realised they had.

      Cursing under his breath, he came to his feet, spinning. But they’d already surrounded him, landing in ones and twos, swords drawn.

      Shit.

      He glanced upwards to the landing—but he couldn’t jump that high without using his wings, and, thinking him human, the Falcons knew that. None of them spoke, they simply moved towards him cautiously, closing the noose. Again, a level of competence he hadn’t seen before.

      Shit.

      He had no sword of his own, only the knife sheathed at his back. That wasn’t going to do much against a sword, but it wasn’t meant to. His entire operation was based around getting in and out—avoiding fights, not getting bogged down in them.

      It was death for him if he were caught, he’d always known that. But lives other than his hung in the balance. If he was caught and unmasked—revealed as Prince Cuinn—then the Wolves would immediately come under suspicion, and the thought of that almost unmanned him with terror.

      So when the first Falcon to get impatient lunged at him, sword thrusting straight for his heart, he dodged desperately aside, then kept his forward momentum going, charging his shoulder into the young man’s shoulder while he was still fully extended.

      The Falcon stumbled backward and fell, wings beating unsuccessfully for balance. He landed awkwardly, his head hitting the ground with a sickening crack. The man’s pain hit Cuinn hard, then faded as quickly as it had come. The Falcon was unconscious.

      Or worse.

      He had to keep moving, had to tear his horrified gaze from the fallen body, had to burst into a run through the gap in the circle he’d forced. The two Falcons closest slashed at him with their swords. He dodged to avoid the first while the other burned an agonising line across his right side.

      Ignoring the pain, and the blood flowing down his ribs and soaking his breeches, he stumbled on, running for the warehouse door.

      A powerful beat of wings sounded, and then a Falcon’s boot slammed into his right shoulder from above. Cuinn grunted and fell, rolling as soon as he hit the ground, desperately trying to avoid the Falcon getting a grip on his back and realising he had wings. He kicked out hard. The Falcon cursed in pain, hunching over his side. His emotional shock mixed with Cuinn’s, making them indistinguishable.

      He had to focus. Concentrate on nothing but getting out.

      Cuinn got back to his feet, scrambled aside as another Falcon dropped out of the air above him, then reached the door. He yanked it open and dove outside. Thick night air filled his lungs.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      He’d come out on the opposite side of the warehouse from where Saniya and Petro waited, but they would have heard the sounds of fighting and disappeared by now. Falcons poured out behind him, some taking to the air while others followed on foot.

      Cuinn sprinted, ducking into the narrowest, darkest streets he knew, staying just ahead of the pursuing Falcons until he reached the back of a familiar tailor’s shop and pulled open the door. It had closed earlier in the day, the interior dim and empty.

      More importantly, it led out into the main street that housed the night markets.

      As he passed through the store, he pulled off his mask, tucked it deep in a pocket, dropped the torn and bloodied cloak and grabbed a new one from a neatly folded pile by the counter. Drawing the blue material fully around him to hide the blood soaking his shirt and breeches, he stepped out of the front door.

      He was about five steps into the crowd when Falcons came pouring out of the shop behind him, but by then he was just another person in the crowd, an innocuous looking man sauntering between the stalls, out enjoying the evening and looking for a bargain.

      

      He lingered at the market for a short time, making a show of purchasing some items, watching Falcons soaring overhead, looking for him, before veering off to search the surrounding streets.

      When the City Patrolmen appeared to start searching the market more thoroughly, it was time to disappear.

      Drawing the shadows around him, he took a long, circuitous route back to his apartment building to ensure he hadn’t been followed. Once there, he staggered up to the safety of his empty apartment.

      By then he was dizzy, the strength in his legs weakening from blood loss.

      It wasn’t the first time he’d been hurt, though, and he had enough supplies in the dingy bathroom to clean out and then stitch the long gash down the right side of his ribs. Fortunately, though it had bled profusely, it was a shallow cut and only needed a couple of stitches.

      Once that was done, he balled up the bloody shirt and tossed it in the corner before pulling a fresh one on. Then, he staggered to his chair and pulled out the flagon of spirits he kept in the small drawer under the apartment’s only table.

      The alcohol, plus the entire half-loaf of stale bread he’d left there last time he’d used the place, restored some of his energy. After eating, he slumped in the chair. He had to get back up to the citadel before dawn came and the Wolves noticed him missing. Despite the urgency, though, his legs and wings wouldn’t carry him just yet.

      For once the darkness in the apartment wasn’t comforting, and he took another long sip from the flask. He rarely drank when he wasn’t pretending to be the dissolute prince, but tonight he needed the temporary relaxation that alcohol bought him. He took another sip, allowing his head to drop back onto his chair and the fiery liquid to burn down his throat and into his stomach.

      It was no different from any other night he’d been active as the Shadowhawk, except for one thing. He’d hurt a Falcon. The young man’s head hitting the ground… the crack still reverberated through his thoughts. He could be dead. If he wasn’t, he wouldn’t be recovering anytime soon.

      He might be furious at his fellow winged folk, hate how they treated the humans, but he was their prince too. He had a duty to them as much as he did to the humans of Mithranar.

      And this Falcon had been so young, just following his orders.

      Cuinn didn’t want to hurt innocents, winged or human. He wanted to protect them. But by doing things the way he was, he was hurting them. Tears slid down his face as he sat there, the flask hanging from his limp hand.

      He just wanted to help, to try and stop the injustice. He wasn’t strong enough to face down his brothers or his mother, not good enough or smart enough. If he tried as Prince Cuinn he would end up dead just as surely as if he were captured as the Shadowhawk. Mithanis wouldn’t tolerate any perceived threat to being named heir.

      The only thing he could do was become the Shadowhawk.

      He was trapped, and not for the first—or last—time in his life, Cuinn wished he could be free of it all.

      This wasn’t helping.

      He screwed the lid back on the flask and shoved it into the drawer, his fingers brushing over the threatening note from Vengeance in the process. He drew it out, frowning, smoothing down the edges so he could read over the lettering again.

      The trap tonight had been particularly well-planned. Not something he’d ever seen from the Falcons before. Maybe it was just that they were finally learning, getting better.

      Or maybe, as he’d feared, they were more motivated now because they thought he’d been behind the murder of Goldfeather and Iceflight.

      Or maybe someone had tipped them off. With their fighters decimated thanks to the handiwork of Captain Dynan, Vengeance had been smart and gone underground. Maybe they’d thought to use the WingGuard to do their dirty work for them.

      Maybe they knew he’d tracked them the other night and were making sure he knew they retained the upper hand.

      Petro had too much to lose to have betrayed him to the Falcons. But there had been six Dock City humans out there ready to help move the crates tonight—any one of them could have been gotten to by Vengeance. Or maybe they’d told someone else who’d told the gang.

      And Saniya. She’d known about the murders, those committed by Vengeance. Maybe it was time he started trusting her less.

      He crumpled up the note and tossed it into the drawer. They were going to have to do better than that if they wanted to get him.

      Putting aside thoughts of Vengeance, he dug around for a blank scrap of parchment and shut the drawer, then reached for one of his market purchases. He needed to get back, but there was something he wanted to do first.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

        

      

    

    
      The Dumnorix clan spent several full-turns that night going over the information Talyn and Ariar had discovered. The tension in the room—particularly from Aethain—as Ariar outlined their conclusions was palpable.

      Talyn got the distinct impression her uncle wasn’t just furious that one of his family had been attacked. He ruled two countries that were stable and prosperous. This sort of thing didn’t happen under his rule, not outside the lawless areas of the Ayrlemyre Mountains, and she suspected it deeply unsettled him.

      Aethain had finally ended the discussion when it became clear how much it was affecting Alyna. Agreement was reached that the Callanan would take control of the investigation, following the leads Ariar and Talyn had discovered, with the Aimsir providing support.

      For now, that was all they could do.

      Talyn walked her mother back to the bedroom her parents had shared. Alyna paused on the threshold, resting her forehead against the wood for a moment before stepping away. “I think I might sleep out in the main room tonight.”

      Without a word, Talyn went to fetch some blankets from a hallway cupboard and carried them out to the dark loungeroom. The fire had faded to embers and nobody had made an attempt to get it going again.

      Her mother sat cross-legged on the cushions, violet gaze distant. “Aethain is leaving tomorrow and I’m going to go with him. Soar spoke to the neighbours for me yesterday—Arn’s family is happy to look after the farm until I decide what to do with it.”

      Talyn passed her mother the blankets and perching on the small table opposite the couch. “Are you considering going back to the Callanan? I’m sure Ariar would be happy to let you join his Aimsir on the hunt.”

      “No, I’m going to return to Aethain’s court.” Alyna tried for a smile, but failed. “It was what I was always meant for, what I wanted, before Trys came along and changed my entire life. But I will work with the First Blade back in Ryathl—your theory about someone wanting revenge on me is worth investigating.” She swallowed. “Not that it will be easy. Part of me just wants to try and move on, not spend more time digging into what happened.”

      Talyn took a breath, fought past her gut-level reluctance. “If you want me to come with you back to Ryathl, I will. I could help with the investigation.”

      “No.” Alyna took a deep breath. “I want you around all the time, but that’s not fair to you. I can’t imagine how you must be feeling right now, after Sari, and…”

      “Mama, I’m okay.” Talyn took her hand, squeezing gently. “It hurts. I won’t lie. And I’m angry too. But Sari, she’s still with me, in a way. And my Wolves came. They came for me, Mama. All sixty of them, not just Zamaril and Corrin. I’m not going to cut myself off like I did when I lost Sari. It took me a long time to realise how wrong that was. I’m going to let my friends help me.”

      Alyna managed a little smile. “Are you trying to give me advice?”

      “It’s not easy,” Talyn admitted. “And if I’m honest, her death hit me so hard… I’m not sure I could have done anything else at the time but shut down and desperately pretend I was okay. I’m just trying to say that I understand that nothing is going to make it okay for you, but our family will help. The people who love you will help, if you let them. I promise.”

      “It’s hard to imagine anything helping right now. Or ever again,” Alyna whispered, violet eyes turning bright with unshed tears.

      “I know.” Talyn’s heart broke, and she shifted to sit beside her mother, wrapping an arm tight around her shoulders. “I know exactly how you feel. I’m so sorry, Mama.”

      

      When she finally returned to her room, Tarcos was waiting for her, sitting in the chair by her bed. He’d lit one of the lamps for light and the flame flickered in the light breeze from her open window. He rose instantly when she appeared. “I’m not presuming anything. I just wanted to see you before you went to sleep.”

      She smiled, crossing to him. “Tarcos, I think we’re past the point where you have to worry about the appropriateness of coming to my bedroom.”

      A little smile warmed his serious face. “I like the idea of that.”

      She sighed, squeezing his hand before stripping down to her shirt and crashing onto the bed. “I’m exhausted. Come here.”

      Hazel eyes warm, he joined her on the soft surface, curling an arm around her and gently bringing her to rest against his chest. “Will you go back to Ryathl with King Aethain tomorrow?”

      She shook her head. “No. I’m going back to Mithranar.”

      He stiffened slightly, surprise filling his voice. “Really?”

      “Yes, really.”

      “Tal.” His hand slid under her chin, lifting her head to meet his eyes. “Come back with us. I want to be there for you,” he said persuasively. “And it means you can be there for your mother, too, until she settles in. You can help each other get through this.”

      “Ryathl isn’t the place for me right now.”

      “Of course it is, you’re a Dumnorix.” He tugged her closer, resting their foreheads together. “I miss you. Come home. Come home with me. I won’t ask now, not when your father has died, but I want a future for us, Talyn.”

      I don’t. The words flashed straight through her mind.

      She and Tarcos had always been lovers without any promises. At the time they’d started their relationship, neither had wanted commitment or marriage. She still didn’t. She wanted the life of a warrior, and as much as she liked and respected the Firthlander prince, she’d never been in love with him. It jolted her now to realise that his feelings had changed, deepened. She hadn’t expected that.

      Nor did she want to have that conversation now.

      Instead, she shifted to kiss him. “My life for now is in Mithranar. I don’t know when I’ll be home.”

      Hurt flashed over his face, but when she kissed him again, he returned it eagerly. Her hands busied themselves unbuttoning his shirt as his slid up under hers. She sank into the pleasure of his touch, allowing it to momentarily distract her from the grief of her father’s loss and worry about her mother and the even deeper underlying unease about why someone had targeted her.

      Later, when they lay panting and tangled together, he smiled and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Write to me, Tal. And you know if you ever need anything, you can come to me.”

      She nodded, closing her eyes and sinking into sleep.

      

      As the various Dumnorix family members readied themselves for departure the following morning, Soar came over to offer to fly Talyn and the Wolves back to Port Lachley, an offer she accepted with alacrity.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked gently.

      “Sad and angry,” she said. “But I’m used to not seeing Da for months at a time, so it doesn’t seem real yet. It will get worse later, when I look for him and he’s not there. It’s different for Mama. She saw him every day.”

      Ariar joined them then, dressed in his riding gear. He gave her a warm hug. “I wanted to let you know that we’ll start searching the river immediately. I’m heading straight there now with my Kingshield guard. Leviana and Cynia are already on scene and tracking. They wanted to say goodbye but I thought it more important we start following any trail immediately given it’s now a couple of weeks old.”

      Talyn lifted an eyebrow. “How did that conversation go with the First Blade?”

      Ariar’s amiable expression hardened slightly. “It wasn’t a conversation, Tal, it was an order. We protect our own and the First Blade will abide by my wishes on this.”

      Talyn sucked in a breath. She rarely saw her easy-going cousin as anything but that, and it was easy to forget sometimes that he was as Dumnorix as the rest of them were.

      So why do I sense nothing of that from Cuinn?

      She shook off the odd thought, returning her focus to Ariar.

      “I’ve also sent orders for more Aimsir scouts to join us,” Ariar continued. “They’ll be here in the next few days.” He hesitated. “Are you sure you don’t want to join us?”

      “Part of me wants to,” she admitted. Wanted to so badly she could almost taste the blood on her tongue from the vision of ripping her father’s murderers to shreds with her bare hands. “But I’m still not right, you know… I’m better, but not there yet. And I think the best thing for me is to trust you and your Aimsir.” Her voice trailed off into a whisper, and she was mortified with herself for betraying her weakness in front of Ariar. She stared at her boots, unable to look him in the face.

      After a moment, Ariar’s fingers curled under her chin, lifting her face to meet his warm gaze. There was no censure or contempt there, only understanding. “If there are any developments, I’ll let you know at once,” he promised. “And when we catch them… I’ll hold them for you and your mother to deal with. You have my word.”

      Impulsively, she leaned up and hugged him. “Thanks for having my back.”

      “We’re family.” He squeezed her tight then let her go, bright blue eyes searching hers. “And for what it’s worth, I’m glad to hear you’re getting better. We all knew, you know, we just didn’t know what to do to help.”

      “You helped.” She swallowed through the lump in her throat. “Just by being there.”

      “Good,” he said fiercely. “You be safe, and if you need anything, you tell me at once.”

      “I will,” she promised.

      “Burn bright and true, Talyn.”

      She smiled. Met his fierce look with her own. “Burn bright and true, Ariar.”
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      “It was the closest to catching the Shadowhawk we’ve ever come,” Mithanis said, contemplating his glass of wine as if it held the secret to catching his elusive quarry. “It’s a shame we’re leaving for the Summer Palace tomorrow.”

      “Replacing Iceflight with Anrun Windsong and putting him in charge of the efforts to catch the Shadowhawk was a good idea,” Azrilan agreed. “The man is frighteningly capable. I’ve no idea why Ravinire had him languishing in the north. I’m surprised the poor bastard’s not half-icicle by now.”

      Cuinn knew exactly why he’d been in the north, and it had nothing to do with the Falcon. Mithanis liked having men he trusted in key positions—he preferred blind loyalty to competence. And whispers were, Anrun Windsong was not one of Mithanis’s men. A lot of the WingGuard were. The prince of night’s reputation as a fearsome fighter was a deserved one, and the Falcons respected and enjoyed his skill and strength.

      But according to rumour, Windsong was too smart for blind loyalty, and his posting to command the WingGuard flight deployed to the SkyReach and Mair-land was reflective of that. Though it also highlighted Ravinire’s quiet canniness.

      While the north of Mithranar was cold, rugged and more sparsely populated than the tropical south, it was also the gateway to their country from Montagn. If Montagn wanted to invade, they could come across the channel between their countries via a massive fleet of ships. If they wanted to do it so that nobody in Mithranar knew they were coming… they’d come from the north. So Ravinire had placed a Falcon in command of the north who might actually notice if Montagn tried creeping in over the causeway and through the SkyReach, while keeping him out of Mithanis’s way in the process.

      It did make Cuinn curious as to why Mithanis had brought Windsong back. Was he so fed up with the Shadowhawk he was willing to do anything to have him caught, or were there other reasons to bring Windsong back to court now?

      “The move made sense.” Mithanis’s irritable words drew Cuinn out of his musing. “If the Shadowhawk is escalating to killing Queencouncil members, then it’s better the protection flight-leader be in charge of his investigation and capture.”

      “We could always wait a little longer before leaving for the north?” Cuinn suggested idly, reaching for his wine glass to hide his unease. Copious amounts of wine were the only way to cope with these family dinners his mother insisted upon on a semi-regular basis. Although at least this one was proving informative—the news that Anrun Windsong had been given responsibility to catch him at least explained the well-thought-out ambush he’d barely escaped two nights earlier.

      “It’s a worthwhile consideration.” The queen looked as troubled as Mithanis. “I’m getting a lot of questions from families as to why we haven’t caught Goldfeather’s murderer yet. They feel unsafe, and rightfully so. If it were to happen again, right under our noses…”

      Azrilan made a face, either not picking up on their mother’s deep unease or not caring. “It’s already oppressively hot. Summer seems determined to arrive early and in full force this season. I don’t want to linger here a day longer than necessary. Why don’t you just leave Windsong behind? He can deal with catching the Shadowhawk while we’re away.”

      Mithanis shook his head. “He’s the head of the protective flight. I don’t want him behind in the citadel while we’re hundreds of miles away.”

      Cuinn didn’t miss it as his mother stiffened. Ravinire would be with them, and for Mithanis to suggest the Falcon’s leadership wasn’t good enough to keep them safe in the north spoke volumes. Ravinire was the queen’s man through and through.

      But why this sudden support for Windsong from Mithanis?

      Cuinn, sprawled in his chair in a way that both eased the pain from the still-healing wound in his side but also displayed his couldn’t care less attitude admirably, offered a shrug. “Then catch him when we’re back. It’s not like he’ll be stealing anything we care about while we’re at the Summer Palace.”

      “There is the principle of the matter, of course,” Azrilan said. “But I agree.”

      Mithanis waved a hand in agreement. “We have more important concerns in the coming months. Az, your trip to Arataire, of course, and copper production in the mountains is dropping. I haven’t yet been able to get a straight answer out of Stormflight as to why.”

      “I’ll raise it at next week’s council meeting,” Sarana said. “Stormflight always weasels about when he’s got bad news. And not to harp on this, but I want progress on Goldfeather’s murder. We need to settle the noble families with a swift and crushing response.”

      “You’re not worried about insurrection, are you, Mother?” Azrilan grinned lazily. “You shouldn’t be. Mithanis won’t let any of the preening lords put a feather out of line.”

      Mithanis’s mouth tightened. “Ravinire has nothing. It’s a disgrace.”

      “Maybe you should put Windsong on it,” Sarana said coolly. “Since you suddenly consider him capable of all things.”

      Cuinn stifled a smile. Mithanis’s face darkened but he took the rebuke without comment. When he spoke next, an edge of conciliation edged his voice. “I think we should have the two Falcons that guarded Goldfeather’s quarters the night of the murders executed, Mother. Ravinire hasn’t given us a culprit, and an example needs to be set. Falcons in the protective flight are there to keep us safe, not stand idly by while we’re murdered.”

      “I agree,” Sarana said without hesitation. “I’ll speak to Ravinire in the morning. That should soothe the Queencouncil, at least for a little while.”

      “I recommend at least making sure the poor bastards aren’t sons of any of the more important families,” Azrilan drawled.

      “They’re not,” Mithanis said. “I already checked.”

      Cuinn swallowed two mouthfuls of wine, finishing his glass and waving a human servant over to refill it. He wanted to pretend he hadn’t heard what he just had, but there was no escaping it. He tried to think up something to say. An argument that would prevent them killing two likely innocent Falcons out of hand. But even if he could, they weren’t going to listen to him.

      “Cuinn, please tell me you’re coming to Arataire with me?” Azrilan turned the conversation to his upcoming trip.

      Cuinn summoned a laugh quickly enough that his inner horror wasn’t noticed. “What, so I can attend a series of deathly boring engagements with the ahara while you run off to your relatives and play cards? I’m not falling for that trick again, Az.”

      Azrilan shot a pleading look in Mithanis’s direction.

      “You do little enough for this family as it is. I don’t see why you’re moaning about a single trip to Montagn, Cuinn.” Mithanis dismissed his complaint. “It’s just lunches and dinners and drinking, no? All your favourite things, if I’m not mistaken.”

      It was exactly what he wanted them to think, so he could hardly gainsay it now. Cuinn hadn’t worked out yet whether his mother and brothers cared that while they thought winged folk were superior to everyone and everything, the Montagni thought decidedly differently. His last trip there had been awful, and not just because of the Montagni.

      Slaves.

      He simply couldn’t bear the thought of slavery, yet as a royal visitor, he’d been attended by slaves the entire visit. Not to mention so much time away from Dock City and being able to don the mask of the Shadowhawk. His contacts and ability to do anything in Darmour were limited while he was at the Summer Palace, and being away in Montagn for weeks would put a complete halt to his Shadowhawk activities.

      “I’m not traipsing all the way to Arataire just to get treated with polite condescension by the ahara and his lords for two weeks, Az. I love you, but not that much.” Cuinn lifted his wineglass in salute.

      “You’ll go if we tell you to go, Cuinn,” Sarana said coolly.

      “No.” Azrilan sighed. “You know how he gets when he’s sulking. I don’t want to deal with that all the way to Arataire and back—it will take all the fun out of the trip.”

      Cuinn merely beamed at his brother. Azrilan gave him a sour look.

      “You’ll go with Azrilan on the trip, Cuinn, and you’ll take the full wing of Wolves,” Mithanis said, the order clear in his voice. “Az, just two of your Falcon details will go.”

      Again, Sarana’s displeasure at Mithanis’s casual wielding of authority was noticeable, as was the flash of annoyance Cuinn caught with his magic.

      “We taking the humans for any particular reason?” Azrilan pushed aside his plate, upset.

      “It’s no secret the ahara and his nobles think of us as pretty, arrogant woolheads.” Mithanis’s mouth curled. “Maybe sending a human guard will let them know we can sink to their level when required.”

      Cuinn’s chest twisted sharply in anger at Mithanis’s casual insult and the rest of the family’s casual agreement with it. The ahara is right. The Falcons are pretty, arrogant woolheads. But he didn’t dare say that aloud, even if he did feel sick with shame at not standing up for the Wolves, two of whom were currently standing by the door.

      He reached for his wine glass.

      

      Several glasses later, he made his way rather unsteadily back to his room, Halun’s detail hovering close around him. Part of him wished that Niya had been at the dinner, or at least waiting for him outside. He wouldn’t mind the distraction of her tonight. The rest of him was glad she hadn’t been around. He had a scheduled meeting with Navis later in the night, and it was always riskier sneaking out of bed when Niya was sharing it—not to mention having no way to plausibly explain the healing wound in his side. No, he’d have to stay away from her until it healed enough to explain it away as a minor alleya injury.

      He wondered how Talyn was. He hoped her father had pulled through, but judging from Theac and Tiercelin’s reactions… he doubted it. After what she’d told him about Sari, and the aching grief he’d felt in her, he couldn’t imagine how she must be feeling right now.

      Awful, Cuinn. She must be feeling absolutely horrible.

      A sigh escaped him. Now he was talking to himself. He stopped by the door to his tower, ignoring common sense as he caught Halun’s gaze. “Have you heard anything from Captain Dynan?”

      The big man shook his head. Sadness flickered in his hazel eyes.

      Cuinn dismissed him, managing to fly up to his bedroom without crashing into the walls. He opened the door to find Jasper pacing circles on the soft carpet, green eyes luminous in the dark. At Cuinn’s entrance, the cat stopped where he was, back arching, claws digging into carpet. A little snarl escaped him.

      “Come on now, you know me,” Cuinn chided gently, allowing a hint of magic to fill his voice.

      Jasper stayed where he was, eyes tracking Cuinn as he stripped off his clothes and flopped face-first onto the bed with the aim of getting a couple full-turns of sleep before heading down to Dock City. The better rested he was, the less chance he’d slip up with his glamour. But sleep proved hard to come by despite the amount of wine he’d drunk.

      His thoughts again turned to Talyn. He wished there was something he could do to help, to make things easier for her somehow. The Shadowhawk would be gone from Dock City by the time she came back so he couldn’t do anything but the small gesture he’d already made.

      But as Prince Cuinn… he frowned, trying to come up with something that wouldn’t betray his façade of the weak-willed indolent prince, but would still help.

      Then it came to him. He sat up in excitement, ignoring how it made his head spin.

      He knew exactly what might cheer her up when she came back.

      Abruptly he leapt out of bed, ignoring Jasper’s gaze tracking his movements across the room as he threw his clothes back on.

      Halun betrayed no surprise when Cuinn reappeared downstairs and hauled the front door open. He ignored the Wolves as usual, forcing Lyra, the winged guard in Halun’s detail, to follow as he flew the distance to Azrilan’s quarters.

      His brother looked surprised to see him, but waved him inside happily enough. Unlike Cuinn’s tower, Azrilan’s rooms were spread over two massive levels, and were the most opulent of the entire royal family.

      “Drink?” he offered.

      “Thanks, but I won’t stay long.” Cuinn moved closer to the open windows, soaking up the barest hint of evening breeze. It really was disgustingly hot.

      “If you’re here to complain about coming to Arataire, you know I can’t do anything about it. Mithanis has decided.” Azrilan rolled his eyes.

      “I am here to offer you a deal,” Cuinn said. “I will happily come with you to Arataire, be the dutiful brother, and attend every single event the ahara invites us to and I won’t make a single complaint. I won’t sulk and I’ll do whatever you ask while we’re there.”

      Azrilan’s eyed him suspiciously. “In return for what?”

      “You get Stormflight to approve Tiercelin coming back to the Wolves.”

      “That’s all you want?” Azrilan looked genuinely puzzled. “Why do you care? I thought you detested the Wolves.”

      “Of course I do. They’re an embarrassment, a humiliation. And to make it worse, they’re irritatingly good at their jobs.” Cuinn used his magic to fill his voice and words with sincerity even though it made his stomach twist with nausea. “But if Tiercelin comes back, it might give them some hint of respectability. At least one of my guards will be winged nobility. Maybe that will stop some of the snickering behind my back.”

      Azrilan considered that for a moment, then gave a little shrug. “The middle Stormflight brother owes me big at cards. I could forgive the debt in return for him convincing his father to approve Tiercelin re-joining the Wolves.”

      “Then we have a deal?” Cuinn said, pleased.

      “Not a single sulk or complaint,” Azrilan said pointedly. “And you take on all the diplomatic duties in Arataire so I can spend time with my family.”

      “I swear it.” Cuinn meant every word. It would be awful, and painful, and draining. But he also knew what it would mean for both Tiercelin and Talyn to have him back with the Wolves. And for that he would do anything.

      Azrilan grinned. “Then we have a deal. And I get off rather easily, which is always a good thing. Are you sure you don’t want a drink?”

      “No. As pretty as you are, brother dearest, I have company waiting.” It wasn’t technically a lie.

      He had a meeting with Navis to get to.

      

      It took longer these days to sneak out of his tower—he had to do it by going out his bedroom window and using every single shred of his ability to draw the shadows around him. Even then, completely shrouded in darkness, he had to move painfully slowly down the tower wall and creep across the edge of the garden so the Wolves on duty didn’t notice the movement.

      Given that, it was well after midnight by the time he reached the city, fully glamoured to look human, wings hidden by his cloak. The moment he was alone down an empty alley, he pulled on his Shadowhawk mask and drew the hood of the cloak up to cover his face.

      By the time he took a tangled route to the apartment he used to ensure he wasn’t followed, he was literally dripping with sweat, the heat and drain of his glamour making his legs wobbly as he climbed the rickety staircase inside the building. The apartment was dusty and held a sharp, mouldy scent. The note he’d left for Talyn still sat on the table.

      Nothing had changed there.

      He kept the cloak on, but tugged off the mask in relief. After considering the half-jug of water sitting in the tiny bathroom—it had a layer of green and yellow growth over the top—he decided against washing the sweat from his face.

      Navis was prompt as always, and Cuinn swung the door open the moment his unique knock ended. Neither of them liked him lingering in the hall outside.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t know anything about the ambush,” Navis said without preamble. “I got the information about the vegetable shipment from a new source. Suffice to say I won’t be using her again.”

      “You think she was a plant?”

      “Maybe. But I don’t take risks like that.” Navis hesitated. “It won’t happen again.”

      Cuinn brushed off his apology—it didn’t sound overly genuine anyway. “Do you have something for me on Vengeance?”

      Navis glanced around, his bland features taking in the apartment without betraying any emotion. “The masks come from Mair-land. I found the middleman they use in Dock City. He’s the only one they deal with, and he sources them from a supplier in the Darmour underground market named Renshaw. I gather Renshaw acquires stolen offcuts of copper from the mines and sells them on.”

      “Who’s the middleman here?” Cuinn asked. He kept his voice as bland as Navis’s, not wanting to betray the thump of excitement in his chest. They had another lead!

      Navis passed him a torn piece of stained parchment with an address written on it. “It’s a metalworking shop in the Wall Quarter.”

      Cuinn pocketed the paper. “You didn’t scare them off?”

      Navis levelled a scornful look at him. “The man doesn’t even know I’ve identified him. If you’re careful, you should be able to use him to lead you to the gang.” He hesitated again. “Why are you so interested? My advice would be to steer clear—it only took me a few discreet enquires to learn that it doesn’t pay to mess with Vengeance.”

      “I’ve told you. They’re murdering people in Dock City.”

      “So what? From what I understand, the killings are of humans taking bribes from the Falcons. Those humans are working against you, and in fact some of them might even be reporting on you.” Navis eyed him. “Better to be rid of them, no?”

      Cuinn touched his still-sore wound. “Violence only creates more violence, Navis. No matter what they’ve done, murdering them out of hand isn’t the solution. And if the Falcons learn Vengeance was behind an assassination attempt on their queen and go after them, I don’t see the gang backing down politely. I don’t want a war on the streets. That’s how innocent people get hurt.”

      “You are ridiculously idealistic for a street criminal.” A hint of puzzlement sounded in Navis’s voice. The information broker had never displayed any particular interest in who the Shadowhawk was behind the mask, but if he was starting to grow more curious… Cuinn might need to think about severing ties. Always in the back of his mind was that Navis could command a princely sum from the Falcons for telling them what he knew about the Shadowhawk.

      “Do you have anything else for me?”

      Navis eyed him. “You’ll be dead or caught if you’re not careful. Heed my advice, Shadowhawk. Steer clear of Vengeance—nothing good will come from tangling with them.”

      “I’m always careful, Navis.” Cuinn tugged the bag of coins from his belt and flicked him two more gold coins. It was almost all of his remaining supply.

      The man took the money and moved for the door, pausing with a hand on the knob, sounding odd as he spoke. “Things are changing. Growing more dangerous. And despite your hopes, violence is coming, and you’re not going to be able to stay clear of it.”

      The words struck a chord, bringing out a fear that had been growing inside him for some time but which he hadn’t wanted to acknowledge. As the door closed behind Navis, he drew out the paper in his pocket. Part of him was tempted to go to the address immediately, see what he could learn.

      But that was foolish. One wrong move and he’d tip Vengeance off. The smart thing would be to wait for Talyn to get back, to get her help in planning an approach. But that would be weeks away, because his family was just about to leave for the SkyReach, and now he’d agreed to go to Arataire. And Talyn would have to come north with the Wolves too, far away from Dock City and Vengeance.

      Dammit.

      Maybe he could look into Renshaw while he was in Darmour. Except that he’d just agreed to go to Montagn—a trip that always took several weeks.

      He shoved the paper into his tunic and headed for the door. He’d figure something out.

      

      He got back to his tower bedroom without incident, though it was almost dawn by the time he inched back through his bedroom window. Jasper had been sleeping but came instantly awake at Cuinn’s arrival, watching with an unblinking stare as he tore off his cloak and sweat-soaked clothing, then washed himself in cold water before pulling on loose pants and dropping into bed.

      Physically and magically he was exhausted, but Navis’ information had his mind alert and thinking, unable to switch off. Lying there, he hummed a little melody, a version of the lullaby he’d sung to Jasper the day he’d found the kitten. Music was usually the only thing that could calm his mind when he felt like this.

      After the notes of the melody died away, silence filled the dark room. Calm spread through his bones and muscles, the music settling and relaxing him. He’d just started to doze off when he felt a weight hit the end of the bed. Glancing down, a smile twitched at his face as Jasper turned around a few times, seeking the best spot, then flopped on top of Cuinn’s legs.

      Those green eyes slid closed and a few moments later the kitten was asleep.

      His smile widened. Suddenly he didn’t feel so lonely.
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      Their ship docked back in Mithranar on a particularly hot and humid afternoon. This time, not even the stunning beauty of the citadel and harbour was enough to lift Talyn’s spirits. Grief was a constant ache in her chest, and it was painfully hard, having that heavy weight come back again so soon after she’d finally begun to fight free of it.

      It didn’t help that in leaving Mithranar when she had, she’d abandoned the best and only lead she’d gotten on Vengeance.

      Zamaril and Corrin had been quiet, unobtrusive, throughout the return journey, despite the fact they had to be burning with questions—about her, who she was. The thief in particular would be putting the pieces together. What he’d heard that night in their conversation with Savin, added to what he now knew about her, and his observations during and after the funeral.

      She’d be lucky if there wasn’t a mutiny once they judged an appropriate mourning period had been given.

      Still, mutiny or no, she’d never forget what those two men had done for her, what Theac had done in asking the prince’s permission for them to come to the funeral, what Andres and Halun had done in stepping back and allowing Corrin and Zamaril to be the ones to go. What all the Wolves had done in paying for their trip all the way to Calumnia.

      She was in no mood for the heat or the crowded streets and stomped miserably behind Zamaril and Corrin as they pushed through the throngs of people in the Dock Quarter.

      Finally, red faced, sweaty and annoyed, they broke through and reached the main street leading to the wall walk. Her two Wolves stopped just in front of her while they waited for a cart to trundle slowly past.

      The sweet scent of vegetables on the verge of rotting filled the air. Mingled with the smell of fish from nearby fish markets who hadn’t sold their entire day’s catch yet, it wafted over the street in thick waves. Talyn bit her lip, switching to breathing through her mouth as much as possible.

      Someone jostled into Talyn from behind, and she apologised, realising they’d stopped in the middle of a walkway.

      “No, it’s my fault.” The man offered a smile of apology and they recognised each other at the same moment. “Captain Dynan? Talons. You’re back.”

      “Petro, hello. We just arrived.”

      He sobered. “I am very sorry about your father, Captain.”

      She ignored the sting his words caused. “You heard about that?”

      “We did. Young Tomi passed the word around. We were all very sad to hear it.”

      She cleared her throat and Zamaril stepped in to rescue her. “How have things been here?” he asked.

      “There’s the usual summer shortage of fruit and vegetables—summer has been hotter and earlier than usual.” Petro’s face darkened, and his voice lowered. “A cargo ship carrying fresh produce arrived a week or so back. The Shadowhawk helped us get our hands on some, but he was ambushed in the process. We’ve been lying low ever since.”

      Talyn’s mind caught on the mention of the Shadowhawk, and she had a sudden, close to overwhelming urge to go and see him. He must wonder where she’d disappeared to, what had happened. She should explain.

      “And you promised Shia you’d use him to get to Vengeance.”

      Talyn winced inwardly. “Right.”

      “Ambush?” Corrin was asking with a frown.

      Petro nodded, voice dropping even further. “Falcons set a trap. He barely got out. Fortunately them chasing him halfway across the Market Quarter gave us enough time to sneak in and grab a few crates before they came back, but it was risky and we didn’t get anywhere near enough.”

      Concern jolted through Talyn. “Is he okay?”

      “Don’t know. Haven’t seen him since.” A flicker of worry flashed over the man’s face.

      “We should go.” Zamaril stepped in. “And you should be careful talking about the Shadowhawk, Petro.”

      “They’re right,” Talyn said when Petro looked about to protest. “But it’s good to see you. I’ll come by soon for one of your famous cups of kahvi.”

      “You might not be able to,” he said with a sigh. “Prince Cuinn has gone up north for the summer with the rest of his family. He left a couple of days ago.”

      “They’ve gone to the Summer Palace already?” Corrin asked.

      “That’s right,” Petro said. “Never seen it myself, but it’s supposed to be amazing.”

      Damn. While part of her was intrigued at the idea of seeing the infamous Summer Palace and SkyReach mountains, being away from Dock City would make it near impossible to investigate, or gain access to, Vengeance.

      Her spirits plummeted even further, and she tried to rally with a deep breath. Maybe the Shadowhawk would be willing to do some investigating for her while she was away. Although that would mean telling him the truth.

      “Captain?” Zamaril was looking at her. “Coming?”

      “I am.” She smiled at Petro. “A kahvi when I get back then.”

      “That’s a promise.” Petro smiled as he waved them goodbye.

      

      A messenger from Ravinire was waiting up at the citadel to inform Talyn that passage north on a boat had already been organised, she only had to let the captain know they were back in Mithranar.

      After arranging for departure the following morning, she, Zamaril and Corrin separated—Talyn and Zamaril to change and rest after the long sea journey, Corrin to go and visit his mother and sisters.

      The barracks were empty and quiet with the Wolves gone, and Talyn dropped her bags in her quarters before immediately placing a cup on her windowsill. She considered going straight back to Dock City to try to see if the Shadowhawk was there, see if he was all right.

      But it was still full daylight outside, and being seen down in the Poor Quarter was too risky. She would have to wait for nightfall. In the meantime, she went to the Falcon barracks to report that she’d returned.

      When she’d left for home, a replacement for Iceflight hadn’t been made yet, and so she went straight to Ravinire’s offices on the chance he hadn’t gone north yet. He hadn’t, though the barracks for the protective flight was mostly empty.

      He welcomed her more warmly than he usually did. “Captain, welcome home.”

      “Thank you, sir. I wasn’t sure I’d find you still here.”

      “I had some things to finish up, but I’ll be leaving in the next few days, so I’ll see you up there soon.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He hesitated, then, “I’d like to offer my condolences on the death of your father. If there’s anything I can do to help, please let me know.”

      The request was heartfelt, some of Ravinire’s stern reserve fading as he spoke the words. She was touched. “Thank you, sir.”

      He cleared his throat. “Things have been quiet while you were away, Captain. I don’t expect any trouble in the SkyReach.”

      “Yes, sir. Is there anything I should be aware of; any particular weaknesses with the palace safeguards?”

      “Given the extreme weather, the Summer Palace is probably safer than the citadel,” Ravinire said. “Flight-Leader Anrun Windsong has been assigned to Iceflight’s position and will now be your direct superior. He’s already at the SkyReach, and will be expecting you to report to him as soon as you arrive.”

      “Yes, sir.” She saluted, biting down hard on all the potential questions that wanted to spill out of her. Ravinire would never tell her what he really thought of the new flight-leader, and she would have opportunity enough to make up her own mind soon.

      “There’s something else.”

      A genuinely troubled look filled Ravinire’s face, sparking Talyn’s curiosity. “Sir?”

      “I’d like to be clear that despite the circumstances—whether deliberately contrived to look a certain way or not—I don’t believe you were involved in Councillor Goldfeather and Flight-Leader Iceflight’s murders, Captain.” He cleared his throat, wings rustling uneasily at his back.

      “I appreciate that, sir,” she said carefully, sensing there was more to come.

      Silence filled the room. Ravinire glanced down at his desk. Back up at her. Appeared to make a decision. “I believe Iceflight was blackmailing Goldfeather.”

      Her eyebrows shot upwards. “About what, sir? How do you know this?”

      “Iceflight apparently got a little too talkative one night while out drinking with some of his captains. One of them came to me after his murder.” A heavy sigh escaped the Falcon. “All the captain could gather was that Goldfeather had been sending treasury money where it shouldn’t go, and Iceflight somehow found out. Rather than report it to me or the queen, he thought he could turn the knowledge to his benefit.”

      “How long was this going on?”

      “The captain didn’t know. Iceflight was apparently pretty drunk and not making a huge amount of sense.” Ravinire raised a hand to forestall her next question. “I demanded the names of the two other captains there that night and have spoken to both of them. They didn’t recall any more detail.”

      “Blackmail is certainly a good motive for murder.” Talyn frowned in thought. “Perhaps by whoever Goldfeather was sending crown money to? If Iceflight talked too much when he was drunk, then he may have told others too, exposing both him and Goldfeather to this third party.”

      “Agreed.”

      “It doesn’t quite explain the horrific nature of the murder, though, does it? Why not just poison them both and be done with it?”

      Ravinire rubbed at his forehead, but made a visible attempt to dispel the unease from his face and voice. “This isn’t your problem to solve. I just wanted you to know that I have done what I could to remove all suspicion from you.” He paused. “But you know as well as I do how limited my influence can be. I suggest you be careful, Captain.”

      “Thank you, sir. I appreciate the warning.”

      “Dismissed.” A slight smile crossed his face. “And pack warmly.”

      

      It was dark when Talyn returned to her rooms, and the cup on her windowsill had been moved slightly. She went straight up to her roof garden.

      “Please accept my condolences on the death of your father, Captain Dynan.” Savin spoke before she could see him.

      Talyn fought not to start with surprise as he materialised from the shadows, and took a moment to reply. “Thank you, Savin.”

      “I imagine your king is placing a large amount of resources at the disposal of the Callanan to hunt for your father’s killer?”

      Talyn stilled. “Why would you think that?”

      “Your father married into the Dumnorix family. The Dumnorix take care of their own.”

      Talyn let out an exasperated sigh. “You’ve known the whole time? How am I supposed to know when you’re telling me the truth?”

      “You probably never will,” he said drily.

      “Savin!”

      “I am a Shadow. When the First Shield’s request came through the Armun council that we keep an eye on you, I made it my business to know who you were. Despite the Callanan’s refusal to tell us anything about the mission we were supposed to help you with.” He left those words hanging, but Talyn was no fool, and she stayed silent. Eventually he gave a sigh and continued. “I know who your parents are, that you are the lover of one of my warlord’s nephews and that you have two good friends who are Callanan partners.”

      She winced. He knew an uncomfortable amount about her.

      Before she could say anything, he continued. “The Armun are not without resources. I have been instructed to make it clear to you that if you wish, we could quietly help the Callanan—”

      Talyn frowned, cutting him off. “Who made that clear to you?”

      Savin said nothing.

      “It’s not a good look if Firthlander Shadows start acting at the request of a Dumnorix family member who isn’t the king, even just as a favour. Whoever told you to offer help to me should have known that. I doubt it was the Shadowlord.” She referred to the man who led the Armun council, subject only to the authority of the Warlord or the king of the Twin Thrones.

      “We’re not trying to cause a schism in the Dumnorix family, Captain, just offering help.” A hint of exasperation edged his voice. “We will do nothing, if that is what you want.”

      “I do,” she said firmly.

      He changed the subject. “Was there a particular reason you wanted to see me?”

      “I spoke to the First Blade while I was home. She confirmed who you are, that I’m to trust you with messages.” Talyn let out a breath. “I’m about to depart for the north, so I probably won’t see you until the Acondors come back. Could you let her know that she won’t hear from me for a while, please?”

      “I will.” He paused. “There was a scuffle with the Shadowhawk about a week back.”

      “Was there?” She lifted an eyebrow. There was no need for Savin to know she’d already heard about it through Petro. She still wasn’t sure what his interest in the Shadowhawk was.

      “He attempted to steal supplies from the warehouse where the Falcons were temporarily holding them. The WingGuard set a trap for him, but he managed to fight his way out of it.”

      Concern clutched at her chest, stronger than she would have anticipated. Petro had thought the Shadowhawk was okay, but maybe he was wrong. “Did any of them get a look at him?”

      “No. It was a fairly vicious fight by all accounts—a young Falcon was injured. The Shadowhawk had to have been hurt too. He’s gone quiet since, so either he was injured, or he’s being smart and staying out of sight until the fuss dies down.”

      I should have been there. The thought was surprising, and she dismissed it as quickly as it had come.

      “Do you know who the Shadowhawk is, Savin? I don’t want to hear any more lies, so be straight with me this time.” More importantly, she wanted to know if he knew about her work with the Shadowhawk. The First Blade would want to be sure Callanan interest in the Shadowhawk and Vengeance remained a secret. She held her breath, waiting for his response, heart thudding.

      A heavy silence, then, “No. He’s a human living in Dock City. I know where, I know he’s not there often,” Savin said eventually. “That’s all. He’s not directly part of my work here, so I don’t have the time to devote to learning more. And even if I did, we’re not Callanan. It’s not my job to hunt criminals.”

      There was something about the way he said it that made her think he was telling the truth. As impassive as Savin was, she was starting to learn when he was frustrated or annoyed. “Then why are you interested in him?”

      “He unsettles me,” Savin admitted. “Initially I thought maybe he was trying to inspire some sort of political insurrection, but now… I’m not sure. I’m rarely unsure, Captain.”

      Sari piped up. “What an excellent non-answer.”

      Talyn fought back her smile. “You’d better go. I’ll be in touch when I’m back from the SkyReach.”

      “Be careful, Captain.”

      “I’m always careful.”

      

      Once Savin was gone, Talyn left her rooms and went down to Dock City. After a long, meandering walk that reassured her nobody was following, she went to the Shadowhawk’s apartment.

      Nobody answered the knock at the door, and the familiar creak sounded as she pushed it open, revealing a dark, empty room beyond. She stood in the middle of the open space, eyes casting around. The place had the empty feeling of a long absence.

      The concern came flooding back—surely he hadn’t been so hurt that he’d… no.

      He’d gone, though. Maybe it had been a closer call than Savin or Petro had realised and the Shadowhawk had needed to get out of the city. She hoped that was the explanation.

      Two scraps of parchment lay on the table near the window, a single rose sitting on top of them. It must have been there for days, because it was dying, most of the petals browned and falling off, but she thought the original colour might have been pink. Two short lines were scrawled in messy handwriting on the parchment.

      I’m truly sorry. S.

      Underneath that, the second parchment had more words. Brief, vague enough that a casual observer wouldn’t be able to read too much into it.

      Lead lost. Will explain in person.

      Another one. Renshaw in Darmour. Copper source.

      Hope sparked. He must have known she’d be travelling north with the Wolves and left her the information in the hopes she’d see it before she left. Now she had something she could action while she was away.

      After tucking the second note into her tunic, she reached out to touch the petals of the rose, admiring the way a scrap of moonlight that had made its way through a crack in the sheet covering the windows illuminated them in silver, a contrast against the shadows to either side.

      The shadows.

      She tensed, moving her hand away from the rose as if burned.

      Realisation flooded her—what had been niggling at the back of her mind ever since they’d fought their way out of the ambush in the alley. She remembered spinning, ducking under her opponent’s arm to avoid his knife… her gaze had taken in a quick glimpse of the Shadowhawk as he’d emerged from the shadows to slam his body into one of the attackers running at them from the opposite end of the alley.

      Out of the shadows.

      That was what had registered with her, had played at the back of her mind ever since. Now, recalling with greater focus, she remembered. It had been like dropping a cloak. One moment there’d been darkness, then he’d appeared in a blur of movement, then she’d lost sight of him as she continued her spin.

      Heart thudding, she thought back on the first time she’d met the Shadowhawk, and each time she’d seen him since. The way he’d blended into the shadows, been hard to make out properly. Not as flawlessly as Savin did it… much blunter, in fact, clumsier, maybe, but exactly the same thing.

      “Oh Tal, you don’t think…”

      “I do think.” She swallowed, dropping into the chair.

      The Shadowhawk was a damned Shadow. It was even there in his name, taunting her with the truth.

      She hadn’t put it together because Savin did it seamlessly, a weapon he wielded like a knife, with the precision of a master. The Shadowhawk… it was like he used the shadows around him to hide, not just his physical form, but himself, from everything around him. It was a clumsier thing.

      But it was the same.

      “If that’s the case, then maybe he’s not a Shadow,” Sari pointed out. “Surely if he was he’d be more skilled at it. More like Savin.”

      “Maybe. Maybe he’s just not very good,” Talyn said miserably. She rubbed a hand over her face. Her disappointment at not finding him here had been acute. But now…

      All this time had he been fooling her, playing her?

      “I don’t believe that, Tal. I just don’t.”

      “I’m a damned idiot!” She shouted the words, jumping up, then lashing out to kick the chair halfway across the room. “How could I have missed it?”

      “Talyn, stop!” Sari’s voice reverberated sharply in her head. “You’re grieving and you’re back to doubting yourself. Think this through. What would a Shadow care about the humans of Dock City? You know that’s all he cares about.”

      “If he’s a Shadow, Sari, he could make me believe whatever he wanted.”

      “Being a Shadow doesn’t make him a song mage. Shadows lie and manipulate, it’s song magic that can force you to feel things.”

      Talyn stopped pacing momentarily. Something about that resonated through her, but it was too faint to pull together, and anyway, she was too angry to think about anything but the Shadowhawk.

      “Lying and manipulating done right is as powerful as song magic. What if the First Blade has been right all along? What if he is working with Vengeance, helping slavers and stealing izerdia?”

      Sari’s hesitation was telling.

      “Maybe he’s not like Savin because he’s a mercenary Shadow… like the niever-flyers hired by Vengeance.” Her spirits plummeted. “Like the First Blade has been so certain of all along. That he’s a member of the group.”

      Dread curled in her bones. The moment she was back from the SkyReach she was going to hunt the Shadowhawk down.

      And she was going to get some answers.
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      Two days into their boat journey north along the west coast of Mithranar, the line of mountains that made up the SkyReach became visible as a hazy smudge against the horizon to the northwest. It took three days to make the trip, and Talyn spent much of it up on deck, sparring with her Wolves or watching the coastline go by.

      Zamaril and Corrin continued to let her be, for which she was grateful. She had enough churning through her head without worrying about a confrontation over what they’d found out in Calumnia. In the meantime, she needed to re-evaluate everything she knew about Vengeance and the Shadowhawk.

      “What are you going to do about the lead he left you?”

      “Follow it,” she snapped.

      “And if it’s a trap?”

      “Shia said use him to infiltrate the network. So I’ll follow the lead and see where it takes me.”

      “I pity the poor bastard when you finally catch up to him.”

      “Shut up,” she snarled, in no mood for teasing. Bitter anger coursed through her every time she thought of her realisation. How had she not seen it earlier?

      “At the risk of both repeating myself and getting my incorporeal head bitten off—you don’t know he’s a Shadow. You said it yourself, he’s nowhere near as practiced at it as Savin.”

      “That doesn’t matter. Shia insists the Callanan have information that the Shadowhawk was linked to Vengeance. He just happens to be a damn fine actor.”

      “Oh, and now you believe a Callanan informant you’ve never even met over your own experience and instincts? You’ve spent enough time with the Shadowhawk to assess him, Tal. You know there has to be more to it than that.”

      “Do I? Shadows are masters of manipulation. It’s what they do.” It was the same argument, round and round, but Talyn wouldn’t let it go. She couldn’t. It made too much sense, and she wasn’t going to try and deny it just because of her wounded pride.

      “If you say so. I think I might take myself away for a while. I don’t know what it is, but something is eating at you and I’m not enjoying being yelled at.”

      “I’m just angry.” She spoke aloud, but softly. She hated being played.

      But underneath all that, she felt betrayed. She’d come back to help him. To help his cause. As much as she’d pretended otherwise, she hadn’t come back to Mithranar for the Callanan.

      “You really wanted to see him,” Sari said quietly. “That’s why you’re so upset about this.”

      Hands tightening on the ship’s railing. “What does that matter?”

      “What about Tarcos?”

      “It’s not like that!” she huffed in irritation. “And besides, Tarcos and I are over.”

      “Tarcos doesn’t know that.”

      “He will next time we speak. When it’s not my father’s funeral and I’m too wound up to have the conversation.” She had no choice. He was becoming too attached, and she didn’t want to hurt him anymore than was necessary.

      There was a brief silence, then, “I know you might be right about the Shadowhawk. But if you look at everything you’ve learned, there’s also a good chance something else is going on. By all means beat him to a pulp if it turns out he’s a manipulative bastard, but use those instincts and smarts of yours and consider all the angles first.”

      By now Talyn was in a foul enough mood that she didn’t want to hear reason, not even from her partner. It was easier to be angry. Anger obscured the grief she felt, gave her a mission to focus on. “I thought you were going away.”

      Only silence met her sharp words.

      

      An excited shout from Corrin had Talyn running along the deck the following afternoon. Her footsteps slowed to a stunned halt as she spotted the reason for Corrin’s excitement.

      They were approaching Darmour and the SkyReach.

      The foul mood she’d been stewing in for days lifted like a weight from her shoulders as she took in the sight. It was like seeing Feather Bay and the citadel for the first time all over again… only even more awe-inspiring.

      Hulking, snow-capped mountains pressed all the way to the coastline, receding in a long line as far as she could see towards the eastern horizon. Sharp winds gusting down from the mountains whipped the ocean near the shore into a white-capped frenzy, and a thick mist obscuring the highest peaks from sight only added to the grey and blue tones of the striking landscape.

      A busy port town sprawled across the base of the mountains, surrounding a natural bay, but utterly dwarfed by the rugged grandeur looming over it.

      Talyn caught her breath, swept up in the splendour of it. Of how similar it was to the spectacular peaks of the Ayrlemyre Mountains back home, but how starkly different at the same time. The air was crisp on her tongue, biting and cold.

      The citadel and Dock City were stunningly beautiful, but this was spectacular.

      “I think I’m going to die of cold.” Zamaril appeared at her side, sour expression firmly in place. Corrin was with him, huddled inside his thick Wolves’ cloak, cheeks flushed and eyes bright.

      “I can’t see a palace anywhere,” she said, eyes straining. The city was ramshackle, even more so than Dock City—more like an isolated outpost than a city—but there was nothing she could see amidst it that looked anything like the stunning buildings the winged folk lived amongst at the citadel.

      “That’s because it’s up in the mountains… somewhere.” Corrin smiled.

      Like the citadel. Of course, she should have realised that. “Why would the winged folk leave the warmth of the citadel for this?” It was nothing like the easy warmth and luxury of the palace. Flying couldn’t be much fun either in this icy cold.

      “For the sport, partly,” Corrin explained. “Summer in Dock City is beyond oppressive. The winged folk have the ability to leave it, so they do.”

      “What kind of sport?” she asked sceptically.

      “How should we know?” Zamaril grumbled when Corrin shrugged. “We’re Dock City gutter rats.”

      “It’s marvellous, isn’t it?” Corrin breathed, his gaze fixated on the distant peaks. “I never thought I’d ever see the SkyReach.”

      “I never wanted to,” Zamaril said sourly.

      She nodded absently in agreement with Corrin, her thoughts still on the idea of sport in the unforgiving mountains laid out before them. Only the SkyRiders lived permanently through the winter in the high reaches of the Ayrlemyre Mountains. Traders and others that had to travel through the bitterly cold passes dreaded it. No one ever thought to make sport of it.

      “How is it the peninsula down south is so humid and hot when only four days’ sail north are frozen peaks?” she asked. It didn’t make any sense.

      Both Corrin and Zamaril shook their heads, neither of them knowing the answer, but one of the crew happened to be passing and stopped to answer, flashing a friendly smile.

      “The southern peninsula of Mithranar sits on an underground volcano—not far down is molten rock. That’s how we ended up with all those hills. It makes the air hot and thick,” he explained. “Montagn’s not far to the west—you can just see the coastline from here on a clear day—but you’ll find it pretty cold and rugged there too.”

      Talyn raised an eyebrow. “Does that mean we’re liable to find ourselves sitting on a suddenly exploding volcano or earthquake one day?”

      “It’s possible.” The crewman grinned. “They reckon it’s why the winged folk were the only ones willing to settle here generations ago. If anything goes wrong, all they need to do is leap into the air.”

      “Comforting,” Zamaril remarked, sharing a horrified glance with Corrin.

      Talyn shuddered. The thought of being up in the hill city when an earthquake opened up the ground underneath it was unsettling at the very least.

      Corrin wandered away with the crewman, asking more questions, and Talyn glanced at Zamaril, hesitating. She’d been tossing up for days whether to seek his help with the lead the Shadowhawk had left her, but she really had no choice. She’d never been to Darmour before. She had little hope of discreetly tracking down a man named Renshaw on her own.

      “You finally going to stop chewing on whatever it is and ask me, Captain?” Zamaril broke the silence.

      She let out a breath, lowering her voice. “Do you have any contacts in Darmour from your old life? Discreet ones that could find someone for me? I’ve only got a name, but he won’t be a fine, upstanding citizen of the city.”

      “I might be able to find him, but I won’t guarantee it. I’ve been out of the game a year now, and even back then I only knew a handful of people up here I’d trust to ask and not have my question get around,” he said. “Does this have to do with Vengeance?”

      “He might have something to do with the supply of their masks.” Talyn told him. “The name is Renshaw.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      

      It was almost midday by the time their boat docked at a spare berth in port. Talyn and her talons remained on deck, braving the cold in order to soak up more of the view. The town became clearer as they approached, a hodgepodge of buildings that didn’t seem to have been constructed in any particular order.

      When she stared hard enough, she could make out roads winding out of town to the east, and one snaking north along the western shoreline—that one looked rather precarious, barely clinging to the edge of the mountainside.

      A detail of Wolves was lined up on the jetty to greet them when they docked—one of the two newest. They would have finished their basic training while she was gone. But that wasn’t what drew Talyn’s attention, or had both Zamaril and Corrin stiffening in surprise at her side.

      Tiercelin was waiting there too. And he wore the white and grey of the Wolves. The winged man was smiling from ear to ear as they swung down over the railing to land on the dock, too impatient to wait for the gangplank to be lowered.

      “Captain!” He saluted sharply. “Welcome home. It’s good to see you.”

      She stared at him. “And you. What are you doing here?”

      The smile tugging at his face widened. “I’m back with the Wolves. My family has approved it.”

      Her astonishment deepened and Zamaril leapt in before she could ask what he meant.

      “Since when?” the thief demanded.

      “Apparently Prince Azrilan asked it of them as a personal favour.” Tiercelin lifted a hand to wave off all three of them as they opened their mouths. “I don’t know the details, and I don’t want to ask too many questions. I’m just glad to be back where I belong.”

      “I’m glad too,” she said softly.

      He bowed suddenly, wings sweeping out wide and graceful behind him. “I’m sorry about your father, Captain.”

      Made awkward by his gesture, she simply nodded. “Thanks.”

      Clearly sensing her discomfort, he looked past her to Zamaril and Corrin, the beaming grin reappearing. “Welcome back.”

      The three men greeted each other warmly, even Zamaril’s normal reserve dropping in his evident pleasure to see Tiercelin. Talyn shook her head—what a change in the space of a year. The two had once barely been able to stand in the same room together. The sight helped ease some of the lingering grief she felt.

      “Come on, let’s get out of this cold.” Tiercelin rubbed his hands together. His wings were already wrapped around himself for warmth. “We’ll be staying in town for the night so we can make the trip up to the palace first thing tomorrow.”

      Zamaril made a face. “Where is it, exactly?”

      “Up amongst the clouds you see around the peaks.” He pointed.

      She glanced upwards dubiously. She couldn’t see anything but thick mist.

      He chuckled. “Come on, Captain. Let’s get a nice hot drink into you.”

      As they turned to begin walking along the jetty, the ten Wolves waiting a short distance off saluted sharply before offering a warm smile or greeting.

      “You made it through Theac’s basic training.” She smiled at them, genuinely pleased. “Well done.”

      “Thank you, Captain. We’re pleased to have you home.” Dansia, a human woman, offered a warm smile, those around her nodding agreement.

      “Form up, please.” Tiercelin spoke firmly, then gestured politely for Talyn to begin walking with him. Zamaril and Corrin fell in behind.

      “Theac gave you one of the new details?” she asked.

      “Conditional on your approval.” Tiercelin nodded. “If you’d prefer I spend some time back with the Wolves before promotion, I understand.”

      “No. I agree with Theac’s decision, and I image a promotion will help keep your family happy too. I assume he’s taken command of the sixth detail?”

      Tiercelin smiled a little. “We have a full wing now.”

      A little smile flickered at her mouth despite all the turmoil of the past weeks. She was now in command of a full wing of guards. Sixty guards.

      But worth more than any of that… she had Tiercelin back.

      

      After a restless night’s sleep, Talyn emerged from the snug inn early the next morning, her boots echoing on the wooden veranda. Tiercelin had roused his detail at dawn, and they were finishing off their breakfast inside. She wanted to see more of their surroundings before leaving, so she had eaten quickly and headed outside.

      Now she stood, wrapped in a cloak for the first time in Mithranar since the night of the floods, peering up at the mountains that reared over them. It was a grey, overcast morning, and the layer of cloud over the peaks seemed to have drifted lower overnight. The air was icy, and heavy with the promise of snow.

      Townsfolk were busy around her, probably trying to get their day’s work done before the ominous-looking weather closed in. A few curious looks came her way, lingering on her uniform. Few humans outside Dock City probably knew much, if anything, about the Wolves, though she suspected from the sharp interest in some of the looks that they’d at least heard of Prince Cuinn’s guard.

      “Completely different from the beauty of the citadel, isn’t it?” Tiercelin spiralled down from the sky to land beside her.

      “It is, but I think it’s even more beautiful,” she mused. “It’s a bustling town, too, larger than I expected given how close it is to the rugged mountains. Back home only small villages survive so close to the foothills of the Ayrlemyre range.”

      “Darmour is so big because it’s our main port in the north, the final stop for ships before heading west to Montagn. Almost all the supplies and trading to and from Mair-land comes through Darmour. You can’t sail any further north from here or you’ll hit the causeway,” Tiercelin said.

      Mair-land. She’d heard it referenced often. “So Mair-land is the name for the northern region of Mithranar?”

      “Yes. Specifically, it refers to the long stretch of relatively flat land sandwiched between the forested peninsula and the southern edge of the SkyReach. It extends from here across to the east coast—about a hundred miles wide. Much of the human population lives in villages scattered throughout it.”

      “And you said something about a causeway?” She frowned.

      Tiercelin rubbed his fingers together and blew on them. “The sea channel between Mithranar and Montagn is pretty wide down south, but it slowly narrows as you head north until you get north of the SkyReach, where the two countries are barely a stone’s throw apart. During low tide, a rocky causeway links them.” He flashed a smile. “There’s another part of Mithranar, but I won’t spoil that for you yet.”

      Curiosity filled her, and she continued to pepper him with questions. “How do the villages in Mair-land support themselves? The landscape is beautiful, but isolated, and the weather must be harsh if it’s this cold in summer.”

      Tiercelin smiled, eyes sparkling, his hands dropping to his sides. Clearly his enjoyment of being the teacher distracted him from how cold he was. “Timber and copper. Dock City is all about izerdia extraction, but here in Mair-land it’s the trees at the edge of the forest and the copper mines in the mountains. The wood is stronger and more durable than anywhere else in the world. Folk not involved in logging or transporting wood work in the mines. Darmour has the largest and most extensive copper mines, but there are a couple further inland.” He turned and pointed. “In fact, the main entrance to the Darmour mines is just on the edge of town, and some of the tunnels extend through to caverns beneath the Summer Palace.”

      “Logging at the edge of the forest?” She lifted an eyebrow. “That sounds as dangerous as izerdia extraction.”

      “It’s not as bad—the workers don’t venture any further into the forest than they need to, but yes, they’re sometimes attacked by the forest creatures.” A bitter look crossed his face. “And of course only humans go into the forest to cut down the trees.”

      “You know a lot about this.” She looked at him questioningly.

      He smiled. “My father is on the Queencouncil—his responsibility is Mithranar’s copper and izerdia production. I had no choice but to receive the finest education possible.”

      Talyn chuckled. What he’d said was true, but he was also the most inquisitive man she’d ever met. Still, his words had given her the opening she needed, and she took it after a quick breath to summon her courage. “I know what you mean. I could probably lecture you on similar things about Conmor and Calumnia.” Growing up in a rural village had not allowed Talyn to escape the education Alyna Dumnorix thought appropriate for a Dumnorix child, member of court or no.

      He frowned, sweeping dark curls from his eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “Zamaril and Corrin learned some things about me while we were in Calumnia,” she said, meeting his eyes. “And I’d like you and the other talons to know them too.”

      His eyes gleamed with interest. “What is it?”

      “My mother is the first cousin of King Aethain of the Twin Thrones,” she said softly. “I’m a member of the Dumnorix family.”

      The interest in his eyes faded in an instant, replaced by disquiet. “You’ll have to forgive me for questioning the motives of a Dumnorix being sent to Mithranar, Captain.”

      She touched his shoulder. “You are right to question it. And I’ve already told you part of the reason I came back. But I will never betray the Wolves, Tiercelin, not for anything. Never.”

      He looked away, one booted foot digging into the snowy mush at their feet, his doubt loud and clear even though she wasn’t a song mage.

      She let out a steaming breath, trying to think of a way to convince him. “Being asked to come back on behalf of the Callanan gave me the excuse I needed to return to Mithranar and be a Wolf. And investigating Vengeance isn’t harming Mithranan interests in any way.”

      “I suppose it was foolish to believe that protecting the prince of song would be enough for someone like you,” he murmured, still avoiding her eyes. “What if you had to choose, Captain—between the Wolves and your Twin Thrones?”

      She shook her head. “It’s not going to come to that.”

      “You don’t know that,” he said steadily, finally lifting his eyes to meet hers. “If anyone outside us learned you’re a Dumnorix? Not only would you be in significant danger, but so might the Wolves. I think you understand Mithanis well enough by now to know that.”

      “I won’t let that happen,” she said firmly. “It’s a long story, but I’m a distant member of the family, Tiercelin, and I’m not a formal member of court. Most people in the Twin Thrones have no idea who I am, let alone anybody here.”

      Oddly, the unease on his face only deepened at her words. He opened his mouth, as if to say more, but nothing came out.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      He gave himself a little shake, and the unease vanished from his face. “I owe you a lot, Captain, and no matter how this all ends, what you did for me can’t ever be taken back. I’m with you all the way.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered, hoping desperately that she deserved that kind of faith.

      “Just be careful,” he asked. “For all our sakes.”

      

      Once Talyn and the Wolves were assembled outside the inn ready to go, Tiercelin looked at her, Corrin and Zamaril with a smile on his face. “We’ve got two options to get up to the Summer Palace. First, we can hike into the mountains. It’ll take about three full-turns, depending on the weather up there.”

      “Or?” Zamaril asked sourly. The thief’s appreciation of his new surroundings hadn’t improved any since the previous day. He truly was a Dock City creature through and through, whereas Corrin was still staring around in wonderment.

      “Or we can go through the mine tunnels.” Tiercelin’s smile widened. “Some of them go all the way up to the bedrock underneath the palace, but they’re winding and it’s a longer route. It will take most of the day, but will be a bit warmer and much less windy.”

      “We’ll go up the outside, I think.” Talyn made the decision before Zamaril and Corrin could start bickering. She was eager to take the faster route. Besides, she’d never known mines to be the safest of places.

      “Because of course rugged mountainsides are extremely safe.”

      “I thought you were going away for a while?”

      “It’s been almost a full day!”

      Tiercelin spread his wings to stretch them, then loosely settled them at his back. “Then please follow me.”

      He led them at a fast walk out of the town along a main road that ended in a fork, taking the right fork onto a steep, narrow path winding up into the mountainside. The left fork was wide and paved, leading to a gaping cavern entrance. Empty carts and wagons were scattered outside it. A handful of men were walking out of the entrance—one had a shovel slung over his shoulder. All were covered in dirt. “We’d go that way if we were going through the mines,” Tiercelin noted.

      Looking at the dark opening, Talyn was glad she’d decided not to take the tunnels.

      A full-turn into the walk, Talyn’s legs began to burn, and she began reconsidering that decision. A half-turn after that, she called a short break, and they sat drinking water and looking down over Darmour spread out below them.

      The sea was storm-tossed, and heavy clouds moved ponderously down the mountains to the west towards the town. Now that they were so much higher, she could also make out the rooves and spires of other villages scattered across Mair-land.

      “It’s stunning, isn’t it?”

      Talyn turned to smile at the winged woman who’d joined her. Possessing warrior magic, and from a family of Falcons, Tirina Sharptalon had leapt at the chance to join when enlisting with the Wolves had been opened to both men and women. Like Liadin and Lyra, her family weren’t noble, and she hadn’t had difficulty securing their approval. From what she’d experienced of the outspoken woman so far, Talyn doubted Tirina had given her family much choice in the matter. “It certainly is that.”

      “I’d never been here before,” she said, rustling her striking scarlet wings. “My family has never been invited to the Summer Palace. They’ll be so jealous when I tell them. None of my brothers have been up here yet either.”

      “They’re not in the protective flight?”

      She shook her head. “They’re not important enough to make it in there. My father never did either.”

      Tirina spoke casually, like her family’s status didn’t bother her, but it struck Talyn once again. The Kingshield recruited only the best warriors to protect their royal family—nobility or background had nothing to do with it. Nor did gender. Tirina had taken to basic training with a natural ease that had put her well ahead of the rest of the recruits training with her. Not to mention her warrior magic was powerful. She was born to be a Falcon, yet that path had been denied her because she was a woman.

      “You winged folk are the oddest people,” she remarked now.

      A wide smile flashed over Tirina’s face. “Don’t I know it.”

      Rock crunched under Tiercelin’s boots as he stood. “Captain, we’d best get moving. It looks like some bad weather might be closing in up top.”

      Talyn rose, falling into step beside Tirina. “How far from the palace are we?” She couldn’t see anything ahead or above them other than rugged mountainside and thick mist.

      “Just under a full-turn if we make good time.” He paused to point through a gap to where a particularly tall mountain reared over the ocean. “The palace is up there, but it’s so high you won’t see it until we’re almost on top of it.”

      They followed the winding trail ever higher. It was painfully steep, and powerful winds gusted constantly around them. It began to snow, and at a word from Tiercelin, the Wolves turned their cloaks inside out and pulled the hoods up over their heads. Talyn was opening her mouth to ask what they were doing when she realised—against the falling snow, the Wolves now looked almost invisible. She’d assumed the white inner lining of their cloaks a design choice made by Cuinn’s tailor.

      She’d been wrong.

      Tiercelin caught Talyn’s surprised look and grinned at her. “It was Zamaril’s idea when we first chose our uniforms. He thought it would give us an advantage if we ever had to fight in the snow.”

      “Zamaril is brilliant.” Talyn pulled her cloak off and turned it inside out before putting it back on.

      “You had to say that out loud, didn’t you?” Tiercelin groaned as Zamaril shot him a smug look. Corrin chuckled.

      As they hiked ever upwards, the light dimmed and the wind continued to gust, adding a loud whistling sound to the bitter cold air. Fir trees closed in, contributing to the lack of light. The air temperature dropped the further they climbed, and then the air began to thin.

      Darmour and the rest of Mair-land were so far below now that they’d disappeared from sight. The cold deepened. If she wasn’t walking up a strenuous trail, she doubted even her cloak would have kept her warm.

      Then they entered the cloud.

      Everything around them turned still and silent. Talyn could hear only the crunch of her boots on the rocky ground, and those of the Wolves around her. Every now and then the shape of a tall tree would loom out of the white.

      As the ground steepened again, Talyn’s energy finally began to flag. Her legs burned with pain, and her breath rasped in her chest. The other Wolves looked to be in the same state, and she wondered what had possessed her to return to this blasted country. She could be lying on the beach enjoying the summer sun in Ryathl right at this moment.

      A smile tugged at her mouth—that was the last place she truly wanted to be.

      The silence weighed down until Tiercelin and Tirina began to sing. Neither had song magic but like most winged folk, they possessed naturally lovely singing voices.

      Soon, they were all belting out the comedic song Tirina started about a hapless farmer and his wife and several mistresses. She’d clearly learned it from one of the human Wolves, because Talyn had never heard anything anywhere near as bawdy up at the citadel.

      Eventually, two and a half full-turns into the walk, they ascended a particularly steep section of the path and emerged onto a snow-covered plateau. Across the snow and lingering mist, Talyn caught a glimpse of a gatehouse set into a thick marble wall. Beyond was nothing but fog.

      As if they’d been waiting, two grey and white-clad figures emerged from the mist, walking across the plateau to meet them. Theac was a step ahead of Andres, whose dark skin, like Tiercelin’s, was a stark contrast against so much white around them.

      “Captain!” Theac saluted sharply, Andres doing the same a second later.

      “Theac, Andres, it’s good to see you both,” she said, particularly delighted to see her second. His presence never failed to steady her, and after the past few weeks, she desperately needed some steadiness. And Andres was from the same mould—always calm no matter the circumstances.

      “Halun’s detail is on shift, or he would have been here too,” Andres explained, warm smile on his face. “We’re glad to have you home, Captain.”

      Zamaril and Corrin stepped forward then, and the four talons exchanged a series of warm greetings while Theac’s scowl softened. Her gaze met his, and he gave her a little smile of welcome before the scowl returned. “It’s freezing out here,” he said grumpily. “Let’s get back inside.”

      A Falcon stationed at the gatehouse saluted and allowed them through without comment. A few paces beyond, Theac, Tiercelin and Andres stopped, the ex-Patrolman sweeping his arm in a grand gesture before them.

      Talyn, Zamaril and Corrin dutifully looked where he was pointing.

      As they stood there, the clouds moved away, revealing the marvel that was the Summer Palace. It spread between three closely clustered mountain peaks, a stunning masterpiece of twining bridges, towers, domes and walkways. The bright marble used in its construction gleamed silver against the snow, contrasting delightfully with the deep copper-veined brick used for the rooves and blue-grey stone used in the bridges.

      It was ethereal in its stunning beauty, but it also was enormous, larger than the palace area of the citadel.

      “Who built this?” she breathed.

      “We don’t know,” Tiercelin replied. “According to our histories, the Summer Palace was already here when the winged folk first arrived hundreds of years ago. It was deserted and empty. Our ancestors loved it so much they modelled the construction of the citadel on it.”

      “I’ve never seen anything like it.” Talyn’s mouth was hanging half open, but she couldn’t seem to summon the ability to close it. At her side, Corrin and Zamaril were struck dumb.

      Theac glanced at her. “Never thought an old man like me would ever see such a sight. It’s too cold to stand around and gawk though. Come on.”

      Talyn fell into step beside him as he started walking again, trying to concentrate on where she was going rather than the sight in front of her. It helped when another cloud bank drifted in to obscure some of it.

      Caught up in her thoughts, she didn’t notice the group of large cabins clustered at the base of the palace until they were right in front of her.

      “Usually the winged folk use these buildings to store supplies,” Theac said. “But Prince Cuinn had them assigned to us. He thought it was more practical for our barracks to be on the ground.”

      “It makes sense,” she acknowledged. It also placed the Wolves as far away from him as possible, no doubt his main motivation behind the suggestion.

      “We don’t have too many problems moving around in the palace, though,” he said. “You can get almost anywhere via ladders or walkways.”

      She nodded, and Theac looked to Andres. “Prince Cuinn asked to see the captain when she arrived. I’ll take her through. Will you show Zamaril and Corrin around?”

      Andres offered Talyn a crisp salute. “I’ll see you later, Captain.”

      “My detail and I will get some lunch in before afternoon training.” Tiercelin farewelled them too.

      “Sorry about this,” Theac said as they entered a wide, domed building and started up a winding stairwell. He glanced back at her with an apologetic look. “He was insistent that I bring you as soon as you arrived.”

      She shrugged. “It’s a nice change from having to hunt him down to talk to him.”

      He led her to the top of the stairs then through an utterly confusing series of stairwells and walkways—unlike the citadel, most of them were fully closed in, yet large enough for the winged folk floating along with wings spread—and finally to an empty corridor lined with arched windows letting in the outside light. The door at the opposite end was guarded by two Wolves, both brightening at the sight of Talyn walking towards them.

      “Halun, Lyra!” She greeted them with a warm smile.

      “Captain!” Lyra returned the warmth of her greeting while Halun gave her his soft smile. “The prince is inside—he asked us to show you straight in.”

      “Best not keep him waiting then,” Talyn said. “I’ll catch up with both of you later.”

      “I look forward to it, Captain.” Lyra knocked on the door then opened it to wave her and Theac through, folding her emerald wings to give them room to pass.

      The door led into a spacious living area warmed by a large fireplace. Talyn’s sweeping gaze didn’t get past the crackling fire before a vicious snarl ripped through the room. Startled, she took a hasty step back, one hand reaching for a dagger.

      In the next moment, a black tawncat dropped from somewhere above onto the back of the couch before the fire—he was already substantially bigger than the small kitten she’d last seen. The snarl died away but the creature’s green eyes watched her carefully, like he was just waiting for Talyn to make a move so he could pounce.

      “What is—”

      “It will attack anything that goes near the prince. Ehdra almost got his arm ripped off last week,” Theac said sourly.

      “He’s more than doubled in size!”

      “Apparently they grow fast.”

      “Don’t worry, Jasper’s accustomed to me now. I’ll get him used to other people eventually.” Cuinn stepped through a glass door that looked like it led out to a balcony, his luminous green eyes alighting on her. “You may go, Talon Parksin. I’d like to speak with Captain Dynan privately.”

      Theac bowed his head and left, the door shutting quietly behind him.

      “Captain.” Cuinn came to a stop a few paces away from her, silver-white wings hanging low and relaxed behind him. His beauty accosted her—the time away had reduced some of her immunity to his appearance. She firmly ignored her reaction to it. “I am glad to see you have returned. How is your family?”

      She shot a glance at the kitten. He remained on the back of the couch—unblinking stare focused firmly on Talyn—but didn’t seem inclined to attack just yet. She returned her attention to Cuinn. “They are coping as well as they can under the circumstances.”

      “It won’t be an easy time for them,” he agreed, then his face softened and she felt a brush of sympathy and sweet warmth—his magic. “I am sorry for your father’s loss, Captain Dynan. If there is anything I can do you must tell me.”

      It wasn’t just his words that undid her. She’d never heard such sincerity in this superficial prince before. He meant every word he said. She was mortified by the sudden tears welling in her eyes. “You sent Zamaril and Corrin to the funeral,” she managed.

      “Theac asked for permission. I merely provided it.” He spoke just as softly.

      She cleared her throat. “It meant a lot. Thank you.”

      Slight surprise registered in his green eyes, and she realised this was probably the first-ever time she’d spoken to him without anger or irritation.

      “And thank you for your offer, but there’s nothing you can do. I’d just like to get back to work.” She forced a brisk tone.

      He smiled, and it almost blinded her with its beauty. It was no wonder he had a woman in his bed every night. “All right, Captain.”

      “I do have some questions, if you have the time?”

      “For you, always!” He sat down on the couch and waved for her to sit in the chair opposite. The tawncat hesitated a moment, still watching her, before leaping down into Cuinn’s lap. He curled up there in a ball of black fur, his green eyes remaining unwaveringly on Talyn.

      She hesitated, half distracted by the kitten and wondering if she needed to protect her throat, and half taken aback by Cuinn’s suddenly willing attitude.

      Of course he picked up on her surprise. “I like to keep you guessing, Captain. Besides, I’ve decided it’s easier to work with you than against you. Your damned stubborn persistence was getting on my nerves.”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” she said dryly, taking a seat. “Jasper, huh?”

      Cuinn’s smile turned from mocking to warm and genuine in the space of a heartbeat. “Yeah. Isn’t he fantastic?”

      “The word I had in mind was vicious,” she said pointedly. “His mother did kill one of your counsellors and a trained Falcon.”

      The prince carefully placed a hand on Jasper’s head, then began stroking the black fur. The tawncat let out a soft purr. The obvious affection Cuinn had for the kitten surprised her—it was the first sign of him caring about anything that she’d ever seen. “Just think of him as one of your Wolves, Captain. He doesn’t let anything near me.”

      “I’d rather he not eat any of my Wolves.”

      “We’re working on that,” Cuinn murmured, his focus on Jasper who was now clearly torn between keeping a murderous eye on her and succumbing to the stroking of the prince’s fingers. “Ask me your questions, Captain.”

      “What do you do up here? I need to know if you’ll be undertaking many outdoor activities, where you spend most of your time, that sort of thing.”

      He yawned, and in a blink the indolent prince was back. “I’ve already briefed Parksin on all this. We spend the days skimming and sledding up on the slopes, and I have the usual parties and things of an evening.”

      “Skimming? Sledding?” Talyn was confused. She’d never heard of either of those things before.

      He stared at her in astonishment. “You’ve never skimmed before?”

      “I’ve never heard of it before,” she said dryly.

      He let out a whistle of disbelief, then shrugged. “Well, you’ll see what it is soon enough. It’s enormous fun.”

      Fun. Of course. She couldn’t help the words that came out next, although she quickly regretted them. He was being unusually cooperative and she didn’t want to ruin that. “Do you ever do any serious work in winter?”

      “Serious work?” He shrugged, seemingly unbothered. “Why would I want to?”

      Had she really expected a different answer? “Are there any areas you go that can be reached only by air?”

      “A handful,” he said. “I’ve showed them all to your Wolves, and made sure to inform Talon Parksin well in advance if I intend to be in any of those areas. He then assigns the winged Wolves to my protection.”

      Surprise on top of surprise. Before she could make any sort of response, he jumped up suddenly, gesturing for her to follow. “I want to show you something.”

      His sudden movement had Jasper uncurling in a flash, letting out a furious hiss. The green eyes focused on her again, and Talyn stilled until he seemed to decide she didn’t pose a threat. When the kitten’s attention turned to tracking Cuinn leaving through the balcony door, she decided it was safe enough to follow.

      The cold air struck her instantly, and she pulled her cloak around her. This high up, she could literally feel ice in the air. It burned her lungs when she breathed in.

      “Come and look.” Cuinn spoke from the railing.

      The view was as stunning as anything she’d ever seen from the citadel, or on the way up the mountains from Darmour. Before her were laid out the very highest peaks of the SkyReach, wreathed in cloud.

      The view was stark and uncompromising in its beauty; it was absolutely breathtaking. Because the fog obscured the areas below the peaks, Talyn felt as if she were standing on top of the world.

      “It’s amazing,” she breathed.

      “Can you imagine soaring these icy thermals on a cloudless day?” Cuinn shared her wonder. “There is nothing like it in the world.”

      For a moment she wholeheartedly agreed. It was something she might be able to do one day, if she grew her wings. But that was silly. She didn’t want wings.

      Even so, she stood in silence with him for several minutes, simply staring out over the wonderland of mist and ice and snow. Then Cuinn shifted slightly, his voice becoming businesslike. “I’m afraid that you won’t have much time to explore the palace. We leave in a week’s time for Montagn.”

      If she’d been wrong-footed so far by this entire conversation, she now wondered if she’d entered some alternate reality. “Montagn?” she asked in confusion.

      “Yes. Once every year the Montagni ahara—that’s their king, don’t ask me why they don’t just call him that—invites us to his capital, Arataire, for a visit. The official reason is to retain the friendly ties between our two countries, blah blah blah, but more importantly, it gives Azrilan the opportunity to visit his and Mithanis’s family.” Cuinn shrugged. “Montagni are crazy about gambling of all types. Az generally drags me along so I can show up for all the official diplomatic events and he can spend his time playing cards with his cousins.”

      Interesting. “Plus, you have song magic. Useful for keeping diplomatic relations on an even keel given how large Montagn is, and how close they are to you.”

      Cuinn’s mouth twitched in amusement. “A fine strategic mind you have.”

      “Prince Mithanis doesn’t like to visit his family?” she asked curiously. Since Cuinn seemed in the mood to talk, she figured she’d take the opportunity to learn what she could.

      “They can’t help him be named heir to Mithranar, therefore they’re not useful to him, therefore he doesn’t care about them. He always palms these trips off on Az and me.” Cuinn shrugged.

      “So, what you said before about doing nothing up here but skimming, sledding and attending parties, you were just toying with me?” She lifted an eyebrow, trying and failing to keep the irritation from her voice. It wasn’t really him she was upset with, though. Traipsing off to Arataire meant losing any chance to chase up the Shadowhawk’s lead—and either springing his trap or learning something valuable for the Callanan—for several more weeks at least.

      Damn it. It felt like one obstacle or lost chance after the other, and it was hard not to despair when her emotions were already so low.

      He grinned, unrepentant. “It does amuse me to live up to your assumptions about me, Captain Dynan.”

      Her irritation flashed into genuine anger. As it hit him, his smile only widened. “The full wing of Wolves will accompany us to Montagn, with only two details of Azrilan’s Falcon guard.”

      She frowned. “The ahara won’t be put off by two princes of a foreign nation arriving accompanied by eighty-odd armed warriors?”

      Cuinn chuckled. “Captain, the last time the ahara visited us in the citadel, he brought thirty Berserkers and a full division of slave soldiers with him. One must make an appropriate display of strength when travelling on purely diplomatic visits. It was a nightmare to house them, though.” He sighed. “And besides, Mithanis has decided the Wolves will go, and it doesn’t generally pay to do anything other than what Mithanis wants.”

      “I don’t want to know his reasoning for sending us there, do I?”

      “Even if you did I’m not going to tell you,” he said airily. “I’m in no mood for more of your irritation. I think we’re about done here, unless you have more questions?”

      The summary dismissal was much more familiar ground, and she had nothing further that she was willing to risk annoying him with, so she merely saluted. “Thank you for your time, Your Highness. Do you think I can escape your room without having my throat ripped out?”

      Cuinn’s laughter spread through the room and brought a helpless smile to her face. Even Jasper was affected by it, his challenging snarl fading to a warning hiss as she crossed quickly to the door and let herself out.

      

      After joining the Wolves for afternoon training—the exertion in the icy air a welcome distraction—Talyn ate dinner with them in their mess hut, then went looking for Halun once his detail had come off duty.

      The big man opened the door to his room quickly, still in his uniform, and waved her in with a welcoming smile. The room was much smaller than hers, but held a comfortable bed and two chairs by a small fireplace. His window looked out at the palace looming overhead. Night had fallen, but so many lamps lit up the outside of the palace that Halun’s room didn’t need the fire to be lit to have enough light to see.

      Her talon seated himself in one of the chairs by the fire and waited patiently for whatever she’d come to speak to him about. Talyn stifled a smile. On first meeting him, his odd refusal to speak unless necessary had been a jarring thing, a silence where there shouldn’t be. Now, it was the thing she liked best about him. He had a way of communicating that didn’t need words.

      She cleared her throat and sat opposite him. “Prince Cuinn has informed me that we’re to leave for Montagn in a week.”

      A flicker of something rippled over Halun’s face, but she couldn’t quite read it. And he didn’t speak.

      She forged on. “Apparently it’s a diplomatic visit that happens every year. The prince of games is coming, but it’s been decided the full wing of Wolves will go as the protective guard.”

      Talyn paused there, the fire crackling between them. Eventually Halun shifted, breaking his silence. “And you’d like to know whether I’d prefer to stay here?”

      “I never want to do anything that would hurt you, Halun.” She spoke the words as fiercely as she knew how, needing him to believe her. “So yes. You tell me what you want to do, and I’ll make sure it happens.”

      A little smile flickered across his face. “Because we look out for each other.”

      “Exactly.”

      Another brief silence fell, and then he turned away slightly. His hands clasped in his lap, his eyes on the flames.

      And he began to talk.

      “I was born a slave, myself and my older sister both. Our master was one of the ahara’s senior lords—powerful, wealthy, with a massive estate not far out of Arataire. He figured out early that I was not only big, but smart. He educated me, and when I was old enough, he made me both tutor and bodyguard to his grandchildren. My sister—Mira—worked just as my mother always had, in the estate kitchens.”

      That explained Halun’s cultured accent and obvious education. Talyn said nothing though, leaving him to work his way through whatever he wanted to tell her. Her own feelings—rage, despair for him and his family—she pushed firmly aside.

      “My mother died, and soon after, Mira’s husband too—he worked in the fields and there was an accident. After that it was just the two of us and Mira’s daughter, Evani. Mira wanted a better life for her daughter than what we’d had.” Halun paused, swallowing, clearly hesitant. Talyn waited patiently. “There’s a network. They help slaves escape, get them out of Montagn and into Mithranar. Mira asked me to contact them, to get the three of us out.”

      Halun stumbled to a halt, his eyes on the fire but his gaze distant. That lost look she’d seen often when they first knew each other was back, the one she’d hated, but which had slowly stopped appearing the longer he was a Wolf.

      “What happened?” she asked gently.

      “Somehow our master found out what we were planning. He…” Halun sucked in a breath. “Mira and Evani died. But Mira managed to warn me before… there was nothing I could do for her and so I ran. I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to live after what happened, but it’s what Mira would have wanted for me.” He was drawn so tight his muscles trembled with the effort of holding himself together.

      Talyn fought down her own distress. “Halun, you don’t have to—”

      He raised a hand. “Please, just let me get this out.”

      She nodded.

      “The network got me across the channel to Mithranar. They don’t charge for helping slaves escape, but they have expectations. I wasn’t interested in doing what they wanted. I wasn’t interested in anything.” He paused. “When you found me in the cells that day—they’d organised the beating because I refused to stay with them and found work on the docks instead.”

      She frowned. “But Theac said—”

      “He assumed,” Halun said, then shook his head. “I don’t talk. I didn’t talk because I couldn’t. With my entire family gone, I had to hide, to stay inside myself, because doing anything else hurt too much.”

      “Would you believe me if I told you I know exactly what that feels like?”

      His sad eyes met hers. “I could see it in you.”

      “It was my Callanan partner,” she said simply. “I made a mistake and she died. Gone before I could even say a word, say goodbye, say anything to her. And like you said, I didn’t know how to live, because it hurt too much to do it without her.”

      “The Wolves bring you back too?” he asked, barely audible.

      “I’m not all the way back yet, but… yes.”

      A silence settled over them, the only sound the crackle of the fire and the occasional gust of wind rattling the window frame.

      Eventually Talyn took a breath. “Something else you should know about me, Halun, that I’ve been keeping hidden.”

      He looked at her, no judgement on his face, and waited. She gave him the same account she’d given Tiercelin. The fire crackled between them as he thought it over.

      “The way you describe the Twin Thrones, Captain, together with the woman I’ve come to know you are… whatever you’re here for, I doubt it’s anything that would hurt us,” he said eventually. “I know you would never betray us.”

      “Because you can understand better than anyone what you all mean to me,” she said.

      He nodded once.

      She sat back, trying to shake off the tears wanting to spill from her eyes. “So if you come to Montagn, could they try and take you back?”

      “The moment they see the slave tattoo on my face they’ll ask for papers proving I’d purchased or earned my freedom,” Halun said. “Without those, they’ll forcibly take me back, and if either prince tried to stop them, it could mean war.”

      “Then you’ll stay here,” she said decidedly.

      He frowned. “Prince Mithanis might question it if I’m the only one who doesn’t go.”

      Talyn thought about that for a second, but it didn’t take long for the answer to come to her. “Prince Cuinn is certainly not going to be able to bring that vicious cat along with him, but he seems oddly attached to the creature. You’ll offer to stay here and look after Jasper for him while we’re gone. I doubt he’ll even think to question it.”

      “Thank you, Captain.”

      “You’re one of us now, Halun. We’ll figure out a better long-term solution to this.” She smiled. “But I won’t be able to do it alone. As a start, will you give me permission to talk to Zamaril about this?”

      “He is my brother,” Halun said simply.

      Her smiled widened. “Just one more question then. What was your master’s name?”
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      Despite her pleasure on first seeing the stark beauty of the SkyReach and Summer Palace, being in the snow and cold must have roused some of her still-raw memories, and the next morning Talyn woke gasping from her old nightmare of Sari’s death.

      She lay there, heart pounding, sweat slicking her skin despite the cold air outside her blankets. The grief was back too, deadening her spirits and making even the idea of shoving off the blankets and getting ready for the day an almost impossible task. The nightmare brought the old days rushing back to the forefront of her mind, when she and Sari had gone on operations deep in the Ayrlemyre Mountains together. They’d always bickered over who was the toughest in cold conditions. Those memories swirled around her now as she curled up under the warm blankets, biting her lip in an effort to stop the tears.

      “Even now, if someone gave me the choice, Sari, I would choose that life again in a heartbeat.”

      “I know.” Her partner’s presence settled down around her like a warm cloak.

      Logically, she understood what was wrong. Her emotions were raw from her father’s death and the unsettling sense of betrayal she felt over the Shadowhawk, a sharp stabbing she couldn’t ignore.

      “But I’m going to be okay.” She spoke the words for herself as much as Sari. “Some days it’s still going to hurt like this. But some days it will be better.”

      A flood of warmth. “I’m sorry about your Da.”

      The bitter cold ate into her bones when she eventually forced herself to toss back the covers and dash across her frozen floor. She hopped around in a mad attempt to keep warm while she threw on her Wolves uniform.

      Once, Sari had been there to distract her, to argue over whose turn it was to heat the water for tea and porridge, to throw her a pair of woollen socks when Talyn had forgotten hers. Her absence from the room was a gaping hole that was hard to ignore.

      Still rubbing her arms vigorously, and trying to fight back the depression weighing over her, Talyn pulled open the heavy drapes covering her window and peered out. The morning was clear and she could see the Summer Palace in all its beauty. Many winged folk were already aloft, their brightly coloured wings a cheerful sight. Several Falcons were visible as well, scarlet and teal stark against the landscape.

      Which reminded her—she’d have to go and report to her new flight-leader first thing. She hoped to get off on a better foot with this one than she had with Iceflight.

      “Yes, let’s hope he’s not a bully and a rapist too,” Sari said dryly.

      Talyn buckled up her weapons’ belt and laced her boots before moving with quick strides out of her room. She took the stairs two at a time, the movement warming her a little, and stepped outside, looking for company to distract her from her sadness.

      The cold stole the breath from her lungs and froze the exposed skin on her face. As she walked, she spotted a small group of Wolves making their way over from another sleeping hut. She waved, and they came over to greet her, breath clouding like her own.

      “Morning, Captain.” Mikah led the way up the stairs of another cabin before opening the door and standing back to allow her to enter first, saluting sharply.

      A fire roared merrily in the large fireplace across the room, and most of those up early for Cuinn’s morning guard shift were clustered at tables nearest to the fire. Talyn helped herself to a plate full of scrambled eggs, warm rolls, and crispy bacon and joined them.

      Corrin was the only talon around, and he waved her over to sit beside him. “How are you this morning?” he asked.

      “Slowly defrosting.” She managed a smile.

      He gave her a quick look, as if he sensed she wasn’t feeling the best. Instead of bringing it up, he filled her in on the details of Cuinn’s guard rotation, knowing her well enough to know this would help distract her. “The others will be down soon. Tiercelin’s detail is on shift now, and mine is taking over shortly. Theac’s asked Zamaril, Tiercelin and Halun to help you prepare for the departure to Montagn while he and Andres take morning drill.”

      “On that,” she said, reminded of the trip. “I assume we’ll be taking a ship to—”

      “Morning everyone!” Lyra’s musical voice rang out as she came in with some others. The room grew momentarily noisy as greetings were called back and forth. Talyn soaked it in, trying to let it cheer her rather than remind her of times past.

      “All right, pipe down. This is a mess, not a party hall,” Theac barked from the entrance, stamping snow from his boots with far more vigour than was necessary.

      “I don’t know how we’re getting there,” Corrin answered her question in between called greetings. “I figure someone will have to tell you at some point.”

      Theac joined Corrin and Talyn, and they shared a pot of tea in companionable silence. Not long later, the door opened again, bringing with it a gust of frigid morning air. Tiercelin and two of his detail appeared with Cuinn, the rest presumably remaining on guard outside.

      Corrin immediately rose from the seat beside Talyn and called out for his detail to gather. They moved quickly, leaving their trays and efficiently gathering cloaks and weapons.

      Talyn’s eyes had widened in surprise at Cuinn’s appearance—since when had he ever bothered to come and get his guards—but the reason soon became clear as he caught sight of her and began making his way over.

      The prince of song looked striking as always in white tunic and breeches with a thick fur jacket that had been cunningly designed around his wings. Both Theac and Talyn came to their feet at his approach.

      “Captain, I’m glad you’re here.” Cuinn’s musical voice was light and full of energy. “Mithanis has arranged the purchase of horses for the Wolves. We winged folk normally fly the distance to the causeway, but the Montagni escort party meeting us there will be on horseback, so you’d best look the part.”

      She frowned in confusion. How would they be riding horses to Montagn? “I had assumed the easiest way to get to Arataire would be via ship.”

      Cuinn chuckled, face brightening. “You assume wrong, Captain. The rugged mountains along the east coast of Montagn mean we’d have to sail all the way south to Acleu and then ride north almost the length of the country to Arataire. There are only two passes through the eastern mountains—Acleu in the south, where the mountains come to an end, and a north-eastern pass through from the causeway. That northern passage emerges much closer to Arataire, so it’s faster to go that way.”

      Talyn nodded like she’d understood more than every third word of that, then glanced at Theac, but he looked as mystified as she was. “How do we get to the causeway, Your Highness?”

      “We travel north along the coastal road—you might have seen it when you arrived yesterday? Once we cross the causeway, our military escort… sorry, welcoming party… will be waiting. Then a journey through the mountain pass and southwest to Arataire,” Cuinn finished with a flourish. “Hence the horses.”

      She frowned, wincing inwardly at the thought of teaching sixty men and women how to ride a horse competently in a matter of days. “I’ll do my best to get them ready in time. You said we’re leaving in a week. When do the horses get here?”

      “Hopefully before then.” Boredom was beginning to creep over his face. “I’m sure Windsong will sort you out if you’ve got any other questions.”

      He was already turning away, so she let him go without another word, waiting until he had departed with Corrin and his detail before looking at Theac. “What’s going on with him?”

      Theac scowled. “Oh, he hasn’t changed that much, don’t be fooled. Still, he occasionally treats us with respect these days. I almost fell off my chair when he came to me to discuss his protection in the areas of the palace that can only be reached by air.”

      “Why do you think his attitude has changed?”

      “I’m not sure that it has, entirely,” Theac said thoughtfully. “If any of the winged folk are around, particularly his brothers or the Falcons, he dismisses us out of hand, or completely ignores us.”

      “So he’s willing to treat us with respect when there’s nobody to see?” Talyn frowned. “That’s odd.”

      “It’s not odd, Captain. Our prince cares very much what everyone else thinks of him, is all,” Theac muttered.

      “Maybe,” she said, unconvinced. “We’re not going to have to try and ride horses down the mountains from here to this coastal road, are we?” On FireFlare with sixty Aimsir at her back, she could manage it. With sixty untrained riders—never.

      “I’m not sure, but I’m guessing we’ll use the tunnels below the palace. There’s a rabbit warren of them down there to service the mines.”

      That seemed marginally better than riding over treacherous mountains, but where were these sixty-odd horses going to be kept? She frowned. “This seems like a lot of effort to get a handful of winged folk to Arataire.”

      Theac scowled. “Normally the princes and their Falcons fly north to the causeway. The prince of night’s insistence on all of us going is what makes it logistically difficult. I’d bet all the gold I don’t have that those horses won’t arrive until right before we have to leave, either.”

      Of course. She should have figured it out sooner. “He wants us to look like a bunch of incompetent fools half falling out of the saddle when we meet our Montagni escort.”

      “Which makes Prince Cuinn look the fool. Just in case he had any notions of trying to win the Montagni to his side while he was visiting.” Theac glowered.

      She heaved a sigh, unable to comprehend the level of paranoia required to be worried that Cuinn would do anything of the sort. “Fine. We’ll make the best of it as always. You said something about tunnels?”

      “Some of them burrow up as far as the bedrock underneath the palace. A handful of them are kept well-maintained so that supplies, human servants and winged children can still get up here in poor weather.”

      Talyn frowned. “How many?”

      “Three—an old trolley shaft the winged folk use that drops directly down to the ground-level caverns, and two tunnels that come out near the base of the palace, not far from our huts, actually.” Theac had clearly been doing his homework to thoroughly understand his operating environment. Not for the first time she thought how wasted he’d been in the City Patrol.

      “Are Falcon guards posted at the entrances to the shaft and the tunnels?”

      “Nope.” Theac’s grizzled features lightened in anticipation of her reaction to that.

      She shouldn’t be surprised. “So Montagn—or anyone else—could bring an army over the causeway, and march them south and into tunnels that lead directly to the palace?”

      “Probably without anyone noticing too, since the winds up higher in the mountains are often too strong for Falcon scouts, and there’s no permanent WingGuard station on the northern face of the SkyReach anymore,” Theac said.

      She rose from her chair with a shake of her head, breakfast finished. She’d promised Ravinire she would report in to Windsong as soon as she arrived. Maybe he’d be able to give her a better idea of what the journey north would entail. “Thanks for taking drill this morning. I’ll check in with you later about preparations for Montagn. We might need to replace drill with horse-riding lessons between now and departure.”

      Theac made a sour face. “Do we really have to learn to ride?”

      “If the Montagni are going to be meeting us on horseback, you’d better believe you need to be on a horse too, Theac. And we won’t be half falling out of the saddle when we do it.” She rose, ignoring his scowl. “Now, tell me where I can find our new flight-leader?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 33

          

        

      

    

    
      Outside the Wolves’ mess, Cuinn spread his wings and leapt into the icy morning air, quickly winging his way up to the palace to alight on a wide balcony outside the stunning room where the royal family ate. Corrin’s two winged Wolves—Roalin and Nirini—followed close behind, neither of them looking happy at having sole responsibility for his safety until the human Wolves could catch up.

      He ignored their displeasure, hauling the door open and leaving them outside. The entire wall was glass and they could see him just fine.

      Normally he deliberately timed his breakfast, and then lunch, so he could avoid his family. This meant that he only had to deal with them at dinner, when his mother insisted they eat together, or when they ran into each other in passing. An arrangement that suited all of them just fine.

      His mood soured to find both his mother and Mithanis still lingering over their food. He made an abrupt direction change—from heading to a chair at the table to the sideboard loaded with steaming food instead—and hoped they wouldn’t notice. “Good morning,” he said cheerfully. “You’re both up late today.”

      “What is it to you?” Mithanis asked absently. He was frowning over a short pile of parchment at his elbow. The meal on his plate looked picked over, as if he’d barely eaten any of it. Their worry washed over Cuinn in a cloud. He pretended not to notice, though it made him wonder what was going on.

      “Cuinn, I’m glad I caught you.” His mother looked up. “Windsong wants to see you. You’ll go this morning, please.”

      Brilliant. While normally he’d prefer tooth extraction to speaking with the Falcon in charge of the protective flight, his mother’s request gave him the perfect excuse not to linger for breakfast. He swiped two pieces of grilled bread from a plate, stuck some heavenly-smelling bacon in between them, and gave his mother a smile. “I’d best not keep the man waiting, then.”

      “I doubt he’d mind if you ate first.” Sarana spoke with the long-suffering tone she often employed around Cuinn. It was something he deliberately evoked, of course, but deep down it hurt too. It would be nice if his mother wasn’t constantly annoyed or disappointed with him.

      “I wouldn’t dream of keeping the man waiting.” Cuinn took a bite of his haphazard sandwich—delicious—and strode for the door. Mithanis didn’t even look up.

      Outside, Corrin’s detail had just arrived, and the young Wolf snapped a few orders as Cuinn began walking along the corridor, chewing on bacon and bread. He’d just swallowed the last mouthful, wishing he’d taken two of the sandwiches, when he rounded a corner to find Talyn Dynan coming along the same corridor towards them.

      Immediately, all eleven Wolves unconsciously perked up. Their shoulders straightened and light sprang to their eyes.

      Cuinn empathised. He wanted to smile too.

      “Your Highness.” She stopped before him, offering a polite head bow amidst the sharp salutes of eleven Wolves.

      “Captain Dynan.” He grinned. “Where are you heading with such a businesslike stride—off to conquer the world somewhere?”

      “I’m going to report to Flight-Leader Windsong, actually,” she said, masterfully hiding her irritation. If he had no song magic, he’d have absolutely no hint of what she was truly feeling. But he did… and this morning there was something off about her. Grief, he thought, weighing her down. And as usual, she was battling her way through it.

      He admired her strength more than he could ever articulate.

      “What a coincidence, that’s exactly where I’m headed. You can come with me.” He spoke with just the right touch of pompousness. If he couldn’t comfort her, maybe he could at least annoy her enough that she might be distracted for a little while. Not that it didn’t frustrate him to no end that he couldn’t just be honest with her, offer genuine comfort. But any slip up in his uncaring prince façade and she’d notice instantly. She noticed everything. Too many slip-ups and she might just start putting pieces together… and she could never know who he truly was; it would place her life in unbearable danger.

      He’d long since memorised the address Navis had given him and all he wanted was to sit down with Talyn and talk through an approach to leveraging the broker’s information into learning more about Vengeance. But he couldn’t do that until they were all back in Dock City and he could be the Shadowhawk again.

      Frustration burned, tugging at his self-control.

      He hated these trips to the Summer Palace. Even though he was active in Darmour—he had contacts there too—sneaking out of a palace miles up a mountainside was a much more difficult endeavour than hopping out of the citadel and down to Dock City, particularly now that he had Wolves on him all the time. Not to mention having to avoid making it obvious that the Shadowhawk only made trips to Darmour when the Acondors were in residence at the palace.

      “I…” She hesitated, but then gave a shrug and fell into step with him. The Wolves silently organised themselves around him. “Thank you, Your Highness.”

      “This is much better for my protection,” he said in conspiratorial voice. “The Wolves are far more likely to leap into the line of fire if you’re close by. I feel safer already.”

      She shot him a look, but said nothing.

      He gave her an appreciative glance, deliberately flirtatious. “Perhaps you should spend more time with me, Captain, to improve my protection? The offer to share my nights remains open.”

      “I think we’ve already discussed how uninterested I am in that particular offer,” she said dryly. And she was. He could feel the truth of that every time they were together. It stung more than he’d let himself acknowledge. Women rarely found him unattractive, but that wasn’t what really bothered him. Talyn Dynan wasn’t interested in him, not because she wasn’t attracted to him, but because she thought so little of him it wasn’t even a consideration for her whether he was attractive or not.

      He conceded with another smile and changed the subject. “Did Windsong summon you too?”

      “No. But he certainly will if I don’t report in soon.” She really wasn’t in a good mood today. He wasn’t even managing to rouse her ire. The urge to reach out, maybe touch her shoulder or just tell her he knew she was having a bad day, was close to overwhelming, but he held himself back.

      After a moment, she cleared her throat. “About Tiercelin being assigned back to the Wolves. I—”

      “Don’t.” Cuinn waved a hand. “I really don’t care enough about the inner workings of your Wolves to have made any effort on his behalf. As far as I know, it was Az who requested the change, so if you want to know why, you’ll have to take it up with him.”

      She accepted that without complaint, utterly unsurprised he had nothing to do with it. Her acceptance burned.

      Silence fell between them until they reached the wing of the palace that held the Falcon barracks. Cuinn swept through the interior without acknowledging anyone, making straight for the flight-leader’s office.

      It was beside the one Ravinire would use when he arrived, and Anrun Windsong was seated behind the desk inside.

      He rose instantly at Cuinn’s arrival, saluting sharply. If he was taken aback by their sudden entrance, he didn’t show it. Impressive. Anrun was an older man—around his mother’s age—tall, but lean, with dark hair shot through with grey, and interesting sea-green eyes and matching wings. His salute was sharper than most Falcons he’d seen, and the hint of respect Cuinn’s song magic picked up in the gesture was genuine. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt that from a Falcon saluting him.

      “Your Highness, please come in.” Buried in that clear, penetrating voice, Cuinn could feel the man’s song magic. Not overly strong, but there. “You too, Captain Dynan.”

      “Yes, sir.” Talyn saluted as sharply as Windsong had, expression clear. “If you’d like me to wait outside until you’ve spoken to the prince, I can—”

      “Nonsense.” Cuinn waved a hand and dropped into a backless chair before the desk. “You’re the captain of my protective guard. He can talk to us both at the same time.”

      Windsong bowed gracefully before gesturing Talyn to a chair and taking his own seat. Talyn sat beside Cuinn, legs crossed, hands resting in her lap, back ramrod straight. Even with her cool mask in place she was stunning. He took firm hold of the sudden leap of desire he felt before his magic leaked it to either her or Windsong, and shifted his gaze to the flight-leader.

      “What can I do for you, Anrun?” Cuinn asked. “Mother said you wished to speak with me.”

      “Not to take up too much of your time, Your Highness,” Windsong assured him. “Now that I’ve taken over command of the protection flight, I wanted to speak to you and your brothers individually, make sure you had no concerns with your guards that need addressing.”

      Cuinn let out a laugh that wasn’t entirely faked. “The Wolves saved my life several months ago, Flight-Leader, so I’m not sure what I’d have to complain about.”

      “Yes. The Falcon filled me in on the details.” Windsong’s gaze shifted briefly to Talyn, before returning to the prince. “I understand the Wolves are now at the full strength of a wing?”

      Cuinn looked at Talyn, allowing boredom to creep over his face. Of course he knew the answer, but fake-Cuinn wouldn’t have made the effort to know, so he pretended not to.

      “Yes, sir,” she said crisply. “We have six active details.”

      “I am glad to hear it. Your Highness, I also understand that it has been agreed you will have a full guard night and day?”

      “If you mean my mother and Ravinire decided and I was given no choice? Yes, that’s exactly what happened,” Cuinn said, irritated. “I really don’t see the need for it.”

      “Even though you were attacked?” Windsong’s eyes didn’t waver from his. Interesting, the man wasn’t afraid to challenge a prince, even politely.

      “That attack was directed at my mother.”

      Talyn shifted, clearly wanting to say something at this point, but she didn’t need to. Windsong had it covered. “Yet you would have died if the Wolves hadn’t been there,” he observed.

      “Technically, yes.” Cuinn sighed and waved a hand. He was keen to get the conversation away from the attack. It continued to make him uncomfortable in all sorts of ways. Time to shift the focus of the conversation to Talyn’s new superior—get his measure. “Tell me more about you, Windsong. Do you like to have your way with the human servants too, like your predecessor? Or do you generally ask permission first?”

      Windsong’s jaw tightened. Talyn shot Cuinn an astonished glance before her cool expression returned.

      “I won’t pretend not to understand what you’re referring to, Your Highness,” Windsong said with astonishing honesty. “But be assured I am a very different man from Idrian Iceflight.”

      “Glad to hear it.” Cuinn smiled.

      “I wouldn’t want to take up any more of your time, Your Highness.” Windsong rose to his feet.

      Skies, was the man dismissing him? Cuinn grinned, standing much more slowly. Two could play at that game. After all, he was the prince, and he couldn’t let Windsong walk all over him. That would be odd. “Surely you don’t need anything more from the captain today, either?”

      Windsong ignored the insolence, turning his attention to Talyn. “You’ll have two details of Prince Azrilan’s Falcon guard travelling with you to Montagn,” he said. “Their talons will make sure they do what they’re supposed to, but I don’t want any reports of tension or infighting between them and your Wolves. You are to present as a unified front in Montagn and I hold you ultimately responsible for that. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, sir. There will be no issues,” she assured him.

      “Very good. I’ll look forward to your report when you return.” He paused. “If any trouble arises, I suspect you’re the best person we have in the WingGuard to handle it.”

      “Thank you, sir,” she said, a flash of her startlement hitting Cuinn’s song magic. He doubted Ravinire had ever complimented her so directly. Iceflight certainly wouldn’t have. “I was hoping to get some detail from you regarding the trip to Montagn, sir—specifically the route, and what we can expect along the way.”

      Windsong nodded. “I’ll ask Captain Dropsoar to come and brief you today. He led Prince Azrilan’s detail to Montagn last year. I hope that suits?”

      “Yes, sir.” She rose now as well, betraying nothing of what she truly thought.

      “Good. I’d like to see you the evening before you depart for Montagn. Otherwise I’ll leave you to it, Captain. You clearly know what you’re doing.”

      Talyn saluted and walked for the door. Cuinn sketched a wave and followed suit. “See you around, Flight-Leader.”

      The Wolves descended on him the moment they were outside, Corrin and Talyn sharing a look that they thought Cuinn didn’t notice: Corrin ensuring everything had gone all right, Talyn assuring him it had.

      “You like him.” Cuinn said.

      “I’m sorry?” Talyn asked as they left the barracks.

      “Windsong. He made a good impression on you.”

      “I told you I don’t appreciate you prying into my emotions,” she said stiffly. “If there’s nothing else, Your Highness, I have work to do.”

      He opened his mouth. He wanted to say something, anything, but he couldn’t think of anything that would help without breaking his façade. Instead, he spread his wings and leapt upwards, leaving in a huff of rudeness that would be written off as spoiled Prince Cuinn’s normal behaviour.

      He didn’t even try to slow down so that Nirini and Roalin could keep up as he flew back to his quarters. After landing on the balcony, he went inside and slammed the door shut, signalling in no uncertain terms they were not to follow him inside.

      Jasper was by the fire, worrying at what had been a large ball of wool when Cuinn left but was now a shredded pile of wool pieces. He kept pawing at it, trying to make it roll again so he could chase it.

      “You’re not going to have any luck, my friend,” he said, sighing and dropping onto the couch, wings hanging loose over the back.

      Jasper cocked an eye at him, seemed to consider that for a moment, then left the shredded wool and came over to the couch. He bumped his nose against Cuinn’s hand where it rested on the cushion, then jumped up onto the armrest, claws digging in for balance.

      A knock at the door sent him leaping, hissing, to the floor.

      “Quiet,” Cuinn warned him. He rose and went to open it. Niya stood there, a bottle of wine in one hand and wearing a stunning dress. “Niya!”

      She smiled. “I have a free afternoon and thought I’d check and see if you were busy?”

      Cuinn stepped away from the door and waved her in. An afternoon spent with her was exactly what he needed. Enjoyable company and distraction that might ease some of his frustration. “If you’re willing to brave my vicious tawncat, I would love for you to come in.”

      Jasper let out a little snarl when Niya entered and closed the door, but Cuinn levelled him with a look, and the kitten glared at her another moment before giving up his intimidation attempt and returning to the wool.

      “He’s quite cute when he’s not threatening to eat you,” Niya observed. “Wine?”

      “I’d love some.” He leaned down to kiss her lightly. “I’m glad you came.”

      “I received a letter from Father this morning. He says Grandad is doing a lot better than he was.” Like most unmarried winged folk, Niya still lived at her family home. She was from an unimportant family, of course, or Cuinn would never have taken her as a lover, no matter how beautiful she was. They’d met at a dinner hosted by Azrilan—Niya’s cousin loved cards, and she’d gone with him to the event. She had an easy humour that made him laugh, and an utter disinclination to marry. Instead she was devoted to her job running the family’s business in clothing design, something she had a natural talent for.

      She also had an ill grandfather with breathing problems. He hadn’t been important enough for the winged healers to give him much of their time, not until his granddaughter had become the lover of an Acondor prince, that is.

      “I’m glad to hear it.” Cuinn tried to never sound too interested in the fate of those he’d very deliberately—but by appearances inadvertently—helped. Niya’s grandfather was the designer of a new vest he’d purchased and loved.

      “He mentioned the latest killing.” Niya shuddered. “A horrible business.”

      Cuinn froze. “What killing?”

      “Taratha Flightbreeze.”

      “The head of the healers was killed?” Cuinn tried to keep his voice barely interested, but it was hard. How had he not known about this? “By who?”

      “You would know better than me.” She shrugged. “It had only just happened when Father wrote the letter. Rumour is that it was the same as Goldfeather and Iceflight. Her body was barely recognisable, apparently.”

      Cuinn accepted the glass of wine she offered and took a long swallow, mind racing. Another tawncat murder? Another prominent member of the winged folk dead. Presumably that was why Ravinire was still in Dock City. Mithanis and his mother had looked so worried at breakfast, they must have just heard the news. What was going on?

      He needed to talk to Talyn, but that was virtually impossible given they were about to leave the country entirely. There was no way for the Shadowhawk to make an appearance.

      Frustration clawed at him, and he almost jumped when Niya came over and wrapped an arm around his neck. “I’m available to come along on the trip to Montagn if you’d like company?”

      He forced a smile, kissed her. “Are you angling for an invitation?”

      “I’ve never been before.” She pressed closer to him.

      “Then by all means, come along.” He swallowed a mouthful of wine, then put the glass down. He kissed her softly, trying to hide how distracted he was. “But do you mind if we catch up later? I forgot that I agreed to go sledding with Jenseno and Irial later.”

      “I’ll come back after dinner.” She smiled, kissed him, then turned and headed for the door, wings trailing on the carpet behind her.

      He was turning away before she’d even left, long strides pacing over the carpet. Another killing by tawncat. Had the Shadowhawk’s arrow been left at this one too? There was no way to find out, not unless Ravinire travelled north before Cuinn left for Montagn. Mithanis and Azrilan would think it odd if Cuinn started asking them questions as if he was interested. And even if he could find a way to get Talyn a message as the Shadowhawk, she was as trapped as he was by the trip to Montagn.

      He took a breath. He didn’t need to get a message to Talyn from the Shadowhawk. He just needed to talk about the murder in hearing distance of whichever talon was currently on duty. They’d report it to her instantly.

      And maybe she’d think of something he couldn’t.

      Dangerous, Cuinn. He was starting to rely on her too much. Her loyalties weren’t to him, or even to the people he was trying to protect. They were to her home, her people.

      But what other choice did he have?
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      As Theac had predicted, Mithanis’s horses didn’t arrive until the morning before their departure to Montagn. When Talyn heard they’d come off a ship from Acleu and been taken straight into the mines to be housed in caverns beneath the palace, she ruled out any hope of spending time that day teaching the Wolves how to ride. The horses would be restive and exhausted—the last thing she wanted when teaching new riders.

      Which meant they’d have to learn as they travelled.

      Excellent.

      At least Captain Dropsoar had been helpful. While standoffish, he hadn’t been rude or smug, and had answered every question she had patiently, lifting Talyn’s estimation of Windsong further. At the very least, he’d sent her someone that would ensure she got a proper briefing for the journey, which meant he respected the job she had to do.

      There was a tunnel that led from caverns under the palace out to the coastal road north. Because the road was winding, narrow, and treacherous in places, Dropsoar had estimated it would be a long day’s ride to travel the distance to the northern edge of the SkyReach on horseback.

      Given the winged folk could fly directly there much faster, the human Wolves and their horses would depart a day ahead of the princes. Tiercelin and the winged Wolves would travel with Cuinn, Azrilan and their retinue, along with Azrilan’s two Falcon details, to meet the Wolves where the mountains ended and the road curved north towards the causeway. It would be a three-day journey from there if the weather was clear.

      Provided nobody had broken legs or arms from falling out of the saddle and none of the horses had gone lame.

      “Nobody here much likes it,” Dropsoar had said of the Montagni escort that would meet them at the causeway. “But you’ll find it’s essential. The mountains that ring Montagn are rugged and the roads through them are like a maze. You need someone from the region to guide you through.”

      At the very least, it was going to be an adventure.

      

      A knock came at her door the night before their departure, and she found Theac and Zamaril waiting outside. She waved them in without a word, reading the troubled looks on their faces.

      “What is it?” She dropped into a chair before the fire.

      “There’s been another murder,” Theac said grimly. “Prince Cuinn was talking about it during my shift just now—he had a bit to drink tonight and was louder than usual.”

      “A tawncat murder,” Zamaril added. “This time it was the head healer—Taratha Flightbreeze.”

      Talyn swore softly. “Was she killed in her quarters like Goldfeather and Iceflight?”

      “It sounds like it,” Theac said. “It explains why Ravinire hasn’t made an appearance up here yet. He’ll be feeling the heat to hunt down the culprit. The Acondors won’t be happy it’s happened again.”

      “Neither will the court,” Talyn murmured. “They were already unsettled enough after the first murder.”

      “At least they can’t blame you for this one, Captain.” Zamaril sounded almost cheerful. “It happened after we left Dock City.”

      “Do you think it was Vengeance?” Theac asked.

      “I don’t know.” She thought it over. “Maybe. I wish I was there so I could take a look at the scene. Zamaril, anything on this Renshaw character?”

      “That’s why I came with Theac.” The thief nodded. “I spent this afternoon down in Darmour. I think I’ve found him, but he’s not here at the moment. Apparently he spends a lot of time in Montagn, in a coastal town named Mandau—not far north of Acleu.”

      “There’s not much we can do about any of this right now, Captain,” Theac said. “We’re about to be responsible for two princes’ safety in a foreign country.”

      She huffed a breath of frustration. “I know. Maybe by the time we get back Renshaw will have returned.” She said the words with little hope. It was starting to feel like every possible lead she got on Vengeance vanished in smoke before she could grab hold of it. And keeping Prince Cuinn safe was the least important thing she should be doing with her time right now.

      Zamaril stood. “As soon as we’re back, I’ll go down and talk to my contact again,” he promised.

      “Thanks. Would you mind staying a moment, Zamaril?” she asked as both men headed for the door. “I want to chat to you about Halun.”

      “Your wish is my command.” He gave her a flourishing bow and dropped back into the chair he’d just vacated.

      Theac snorted as he closed the door behind him.

      

      Tiercelin’s wings rustled in anticipation as he glanced at her. “You ready, Captain?”

      They stood in a cavernous space where a domed roof arched above an enormous, circular hole in the marble floor. A single waist-height railing around the hole appeared the only concession to safety. Several reluctant Falcons had just finished ferrying a wing of excitable Wolves down to the caverns under the palace, but Talyn had decided to go last.

      She peered down into the gaping hole, then shrugged. “Ready when you are.”

      Without any hesitation, he stepped over to Talyn and wrapped his arms tightly around her middle. He gave one mighty flap of his wings, and her stomach plummeted as they shot upwards, then dropped into the hole. For a long, long time they floated down through utter darkness. The ring of light from above faded until it vanished entirely.

      “We’re flying down the centre of the mountain.” Tiercelin’s chest rumbled as he spoke.

      “Ooh, wish I was there.”

      “I wish you were too.”

      The trip was exhilarating. When a light finally appeared at the bottom, Talyn was disappointed that she’d soon be on the ground again. They landed on a rocky surface in a rounded, well-lit cavern. Torches lined the walls, illuminating several hollowed-out tunnels leading off in every direction. There was a hint of the sweet scent of izerdia in the air she breathed—likely from the explosives used in the mines. Water seeped down the cavern wall to her left, and she was uneasily reminded of exactly how far they’d flown to get down here.

      One tunnel was larger than all the rest, and cut directly through the centre of the cavern. She assumed this was the main tunnel through to Darmour.

      “I’d best get back to Prince Cuinn’s detail,” Tiercelin spoke. “You’ll find everyone down that way.”

      Now that he’d pointed it out, she could make out the sounds drifting along the main tunnel— busy chatter, the occasional bellowed order from Theac, hooves stomping and annoyed horses neighing.

      “Thanks, Tiercelin.” Talyn took a breath, straightened her shoulders and braced herself for the task of teaching roughly fifty humans to ride and manage a horse.

      

      After a full-turn of barely-controlled chaos, the caverns eventually emptied, with Theac and Halun’s detail leaving last. Breathing a sigh of relief, Talyn went to find the gelding she’d chosen—a stocky black horse that in no way reminded her of FireFlare. She fed him an apple before saddling him and leading him down the tunnel after the others. He went happily, sensing immediately that she was an experienced rider and submitting without complaint to her authority.

      Bright sunshine blinded her as they reached the exit, and then they were out of the tunnel and emerging into daylight. The road was thankfully wide where the cliffside opened up from the tunnel, and grey-blue ocean crashed up against the shore, spraying sea water over rocks and road alike.

      The Wolves were gathered along the road in uneven rows of two and three. She had to fight back her smile at the looks on their faces, ranging from dubious to outright affront.

      “Captain?” Theac’s glower etched deep lines in his face and he held his reins like they were a poisonous snake about to bite him. She had to stifle another grin before forcing her attention away from the beauty of their surroundings and running the Wolves through the basics of mounting up.

      The sun was rising higher in the sky by the time they eventually lurched into movement. After much harrying and patient helping, she got them in rows of two heading north along the road. It quickly narrowed, turning from paved stones to mud not far past the mine entrance, and there was no way it was safe enough for inexperienced riders to move into a trot or canter.

      Talyn chafed unbearably at the pace. Even her steady black gelding chafed. Many of the Wolves chafed—at least until they’d been in the saddle a few full-turns and sore muscles began to make themselves known.

      Still, it gave her an opportunity to ride up and down the line all day, teaching them the correct way to hold the reins, how to sit properly in the saddle, how to direct the horse with the reins and their knees.

      The sunny day faded as thick clouds scudded over the horizon in the afternoon. It was long past nightfall when the mountains rearing up on their left slowly transitioned to rocky foothills. The moon was mostly hidden under thick clouds that presaged snow, so all any of them could see ahead was a hint of flat ground wreathed in a thickening mist.

      Talyn called for a halt when they reached the marker Dropsoar had told them to look for—the first of a handful of waystations along the road north. A low, wooden building set into the shelter of a hillside, the station held stores of firewood and enough space inside for several travellers to sleep by the pit fire in the centre of the floor.

      It took another full-turn for them to picket the horses and leave them settled and grazing amongst the tussocky grass around the building, and then they had to set up their makeshift tents—carried folded up and lashed to the horses’ saddlebags.

      “I’m starting to suspect Prince Mithanis ordered all the Wolves to accompany Prince Cuinn just because he knew how bloody difficult and exhausting it would be marching a sixty-strong wing north to Montagn,” Theac grumbled at one point.

      “He probably did.” After dealing with incompetent riders and a horse that wasn’t FireFlare all day, Talyn’s own patience had grown thin. But she certainly wasn’t going to cede the win to Mithanis. “But it’s good for them. Learning to ride is a skill that might benefit us in the future. And you saw their faces—this is an opportunity none of them ever thought they’d have. Bet Mithanis never thought of that.”

      Theac grunted, but his sour look faded away.

      

      Sympathetic to how sore and exhausted they would all be, Talyn left orders to let the Wolves sleep in a little the following day. Cuinn, Azrilan and the winged folk wouldn’t arrive until mid-morning at the earliest, so there was no urgent need to be up early.

      She clambered out of the tent she’d shared with Lyra, Tirina and Dansia not long after the sun had risen, and stretched out stiff muscles before taking a good look at her surroundings. She’d heard the occasional exclamation of excitement coming from the Wolves while she’d been curled up in her blankets, but hadn’t given it much thought.

      Now she understood.

      Sprawling to the north, all the way to the horizon, were endless, snowy plains. A crystal-clear blue sky gleamed above the never-ending white. The SkyReach loomed behind them, the taller peaks wreathed in morning mist.

      “The Ice Plains.” Theac walked over, hands buried for warmth in his pockets, limping slightly.

      “How far do they go?”

      “Roughly four or five days’ ride north, apparently, then it hits the northern ocean.” His breath steamed around them. “They say nothing lives out there, nothing but ice and snow.”

      “It’s beautiful.” Talyn itched to leap into the saddle and set her horse into a flat-out gallop across the inviting snow. Her yearning for FireFlare deepened. Reluctantly, she tore her eyes away. “Right, round up the Wolves. We’ll pack up the tents and blankets, then we should have some time for a quick riding lesson before the princes arrive.”

      Theac heaved a sigh and trudged off.

      

      Talyn had just finished another lesson in horsemanship when a brightly coloured cloud of wings dropping out of the sky in the near distance signalled the arrival of the winged folk.

      “Dismount and give your legs a rest.” She called the order, then glanced at Theac. “Keep an eye on them, will you? I don’t want anyone wandering off.”

      Before her second could reply, she swung her gelding around and gave him his head. He moved into a gallop, racing across the snow towards the landing winged folk, hooves drumming on the ground.

      Cuinn and Azrilan stood with the group of nobles—some of whom were familiar to her as Cuinn’s friends—with Tiercelin and the winged Wolves surrounding the group in a loose circle. They were watching their surroundings rather than the princes. The two Falcon details remained in the sky above, a riot of colour.

      After satisfying herself everyone was safe and accounted for, Talyn swung her gaze to the princes.

      “Captain Dynan.” Azrilan spoke before she could, a smile teasing at his handsome face. What was with these brothers and their constant amusement! “How are your Wolves going with their new horses?”

      “They’re progressing well, thank you, Your Highness,” she said, keeping her voice polite.

      “You’re good at keeping a straight face.” Cuinn chuckled. “But I bet old Parksin absolutely detests the idea of learning to ride.”

      She cursed his magic as she simultaneously tried to shield her feelings so he couldn’t read them. The itch to slap the smugness off both their faces took more internal wrestling to get under control. It didn’t help that this place, this job, was the last thing she wanted to be doing right now.

      She itched to get back to Dock City where she could do her real work. Hunt down the Shadowhawk and demand answers. Anything but babysitting a couple of spoiled princes.

      “Another noble winged folk just got murdered,” Sari pointed out. “Guarding two princes might not be as uneventful as you’re assuming. You don’t know that whoever is behind the murders—Vengeance or someone else—won’t decide to come after them.”

      Talyn winced. Sari was absolutely right. If anything happened to either prince under her watch while she was distracted by the things she’d rather be doing… well, she’d never forgive herself. “Thanks, partner.”

      “Anytime.”

      “They’ll be fine,” she said. “But can I ask that we move slowly today, to give them a chance to get used to the saddle? I can get them riding confidently enough by the time we reach the causeway to be able to move faster.”

      “I’m not dragging my heels for your humans, Captain,” Azrilan said, though there was no bite to his voice. “My Falcons can watch us today, and you can catch up later tonight.”

      “As you wish, Your Highness.” Talyn’s glance flicked up to the Falcons. She trusted none of them to manage much in the way of protection if an attack came, but Tiercelin and the twelve winged Wolves with him would do fine. When she caught Tiercelin’s eyes, he gave her a confident nod. He was comfortable with the arrangement too.

      “We should get going.” Azrilan glanced up. “It will be simpler if you take overall command of the protection details for this trip, Captain Dynan, so my Falcons will report to you. I simply expect that you keep me safe. Does that suit?”

      “Yes, Your Highness.” She bowed her head, managing politeness despite her astonishment. Was it possible that away from Mithanis, Azrilan might not be a complete monster?

      He lifted into the air without another word, the other winged folk following suit. Cuinn eventually rose too, joining Niya without saying anything to Talyn. The Falcons, still hovering in the sky, closed in around them. Tiercelin called a command and the Wolves lifted off too.

      “At this rate you’re going to be Falcon of the WingGuard within a year,” Sari said cheerfully.

      “You’re an idiot.” Talyn huffed a laugh and turned her horse back towards the Wolves.

      It was time to teach fifty-odd humans how to ride at a canter.

      

      The stopping point for the night was the second waystation. This one was large enough to house the two princes and a handful of the most senior nobles in the retinue. The rest, along with the Falcons, were relegated to tents in the snow outside. There were plenty of stores of firewood and feed for the horses, at least.

      By the time Talyn and the human Wolves rode in, all the tents for the winged entourage that couldn’t fit inside had been arranged in a neat circle beside the building—twelve in all—and several fires were going. She judged they’d been there at least a full-turn or two.

      Orange light spilled out from inside the waystation, but most of the nobles were gathered around a central fire outside, their laughter and conversation filling the night air, and already edged with the looseness that spoke of plenty of wine consumption. A quick glance inside one of the empty tents showed bedding and thick blankets.

      “All is well?” she asked Tiercelin, who came straight over to greet her and the talons.

      “Yes, Captain.” He saluted. “No issues throughout the flight and it’s been quiet  since we landed. I’ve got Wolves at all entrances to the waystation—that’s where Prince Cuinn is sleeping, along with Prince Azrilan, Niya and a couple of others. The rest are outside.”

      “Make sure there’s a Wolf stationed at any other openings to the building—anything large enough for a tawncat to get in,” she said.

      Andres frowned. “You think whoever is behind the murders might try something, Captain?”

      “I’m thinking two Acondor princes are a tempting target for a murderer who seems to be targeting powerful winged folk.”

      “I’ll make sure it’s done,” Tiercelin said.

      “Good. Now, where did all this come from?” She pointed to the tents. She’d ensured the Wolves packed supplies and gear for camping, but foolishly hadn’t even thought about the fact the waystations Dropsoar had told her about might not be big enough to house the entire Acondor retinue. An internal sigh rippled through her. She still had much to learn about being the commander of a sixty-strong force.

      “Prince Azrilan’s Falcons carried the gear between them,” Tiercelin explained.

      Crap. She’d been quick to dismiss the Falcons that morning—too caught up with annoyance at the princes—and she hadn’t even thought to check what they were carrying. “You’re kidding me? The nobles carried nothing?”

      “Not even a single sock, Captain.” Tiercelin seemed to share her disgust with the winged nobles dumping all their stuff on twenty Falcons who were also expected to keep them safe.

      A familiar anger flared inside her. Mithranar caused such a tumult of conflicting emotion in her, ranging from delight and wonder, to horror and disgust. It was hard to deal with sometimes.

      “Theac, your detail goes on shift with Prince Cuinn now until midnight. Corrin, Tiercelin and Zamaril—your details are in charge of picketing and feeding the horses and getting our tents up.” She gave quick orders. “Tiercelin, take me to the Falcons. Andres, bring your detail with us.”

      “Seriously?” Zamaril asked, a look of horror on his face. “I get horses duty?”

      She stifled a smile. “Just like I showed you last night—and for goodness sake make sure they’re properly tethered. I’ll come back in a bit and help you if you’re having trouble.”

      A chaotic few minutes passed as the Wolves dismounted on wobbly legs and Andres tried to extract his detail from the larger group, but then she, Tiercelin and Andres and his ten Wolves headed off through the cluster of tents.

      After presumably having done all the work of setting up the tents and fires for the Acondor entourage, the exhausted-looking Falcons were now beginning the work of setting up their own—far smaller—tents further away from the waystation.

      At Talyn’s approach, the two talons came to meet her. She recognised one of the two. Ronisin Nightdrift hadn’t been a talon last time she’d seen him, when he’d been sent to escort her to an audience with the queen, which meant he’d been promoted recently. In the Twin Thrones, such an inexperienced commander would never have been chosen as one of only two talons to accompany a prince to a foreign country, but Ronisin was a Nightdrift, like Tiercelin the younger son of a Queencouncil member. And in Mithranar, names counted for much more than competence.

      “Ronisin, nice to see you.” She offered him a nod, then turned to the other man. He was older, with short-cropped greying blonde hair and burnt orange wings. “And you are?”

      “Talon Darian Strongswoop, Captain,” he said stiffly. She didn’t need song magic to pick up his distaste for her.

      “I came over here to apologise. I didn’t realise this morning that you were carrying all the gear for the princes’ retinue.” She spoke with genuine remorse. No matter how unlikable the Falcons were, she was responsible for them, and it had been poor form for her not to notice. “Tomorrow we’ll split that up amongst the Wolves. I don’t expect you to have to fly all day because the Wolves are still learning to ride and carry all that weight at the same time.”

      “I…” Strongswoop hesitated. “Yes, Captain.”

      “And I think you’ve all done enough for today. Talon Tye’s detail will finish getting your tents set up. Why don’t you tell your men to get some fires going and have something to eat? It will be another long day flying tomorrow and they need their rest.”

      Ronisin’s smile spread from ear to ear. “Thank you, Captain.”

      “The Wolves will take the guard shift tonight too,” she added.

      Andres stepped forward, offering his hand to Strongswoop first, clearly identifying that he was the senior Falcon and showing him the appropriate respect. “I’m Andres Tye. Just let my Wolves know how you’d like your tents set up.”

      Strongswoop hesitated, then took Andres’ hand. “Thank you, Talon. If your detail would like to come with me, we’ll get them working.”

      Andres’ detail, human and winged alike, fell to helping the Falcons without an ounce of complaint, and a cheerful air soon had song breaking out amongst the workers.

      Talyn left them to it, not for the first time so proud of her Wolves that she could burst with it. The rest of them were doing a half-decent job of picketing the horses and getting them watered and fed with nosebags of grain. She joined them, giving those who were struggling a hand, and pointing out the best way of making sure the horses were properly tethered to stakes hammered into the ground.

      In a full-turn, all the tents were up and everyone was settled.

      Talyn shared a fire with her talons, all of whom were protesting about their sore muscles. Tiercelin listened with a smug expression firmly in place.

      The night was clear, and the stars above were luminous and bright out on the plains. Some of the winged Wolves were singing softly nearby, lulling Talyn into deep relaxation. She thought of her father, the grief aching in her chest. She missed him badly, missed how she’d felt in his presence; like she was the most precious thing in the world to him.

      Still, being here amongst the beauty of Mithranar and the singing of the winged folk, it somehow made his memory clearer. She could almost feel his presence with her, here in his birthplace.

      She sat watching the stars for a long, long time before she sought her tent and warm blankets.
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      The Wolves were up at dawn the next day. The sky was a clear blue as they ate breakfast, though a biting wind swirled over the snowy plains. As expected, there was no movement from inside the waystation so early, so Talyn set her wing to packing up camp, then started them on warmups and sparring training.

      Roused by the noise, Nightdrift—and soon after Strongswoop—emerged from their tents, took one look at the Wolves, then called orders for their details to get up and start packing too.

      Talyn was supervising sword drills, her talons assisting, when Nightdrift approached with his ten Falcons trailing behind him. All of them had their wings wrapped tightly around themselves for warmth.

      “Captain!” He saluted sharply. “Mind if we join you? It’s freezing out here and we’d like to warm up.”

      “Not at all.” She waved them over.

      He smiled. “Can you pair us up with some of your human Wolves? My men don’t have any experience fighting humans.”

      “An excellent idea,” she said easily. “My human Wolves could benefit from some different winged fighters to train against.”

      It didn’t take long to rearrange the sparring partners, and though none of Ronisin’s men looked thrilled to be joining the Wolves for sparring, none of them complained. Her Wolves accepted the change in partners with equanimity, but she had a moment’s anxiety when it became clear that her wing—even the more recent recruits—were far superior fighters.

      But they didn’t press their advantage or let any appearance of smugness or cockiness show in their bearing. Ehdra paused to offer to show his sparring partner how he’d just gotten inside his guard and the other humans paired with Falcons soon followed his example. At first it was stilted, but soon conversation flowed freely. It meant her Wolves were doing less practice and more teaching, but that was okay for today.

      “That would never happen the other way around,” Ronisin said quietly. “My men would have spent all morning lording their superior skill over your Wolves.”

      She glanced at him, interested that he’d read the situation so quickly. “I know.” She smiled. “Congratulations on your promotion, by the way.”

      He gave a typical winged folk shrug. “It’s the family name.”

      She’d suspected as much. “Still, they all listened to you just now without complaint, even after you told them they had to spar with some inferior humans.”

      “Same thing, Captain. I’m a Nightdrift. They don’t dare disobey me.” Ronisin’s blue eyes sparkled with good humour. “You know, I finally mastered that energy shield, thanks to you letting Tiercelin teach me.”

      “Talon Nightdrift?” Corrin came over. “Fancy a sparring partner?”

      Ronisin straightened. “Definitely. And my name is Ronisin.”

      Talyn turned, gaze searching out the other Falcons. Strongswoop’s detail was drilling a short distance away, but he was facing in her direction, eyes trained on the sparring Wolves.

      She lifted a hand to acknowledge him, but left him to his devices. She wasn’t going to force him to do what Ronisin had done. If he was going to come to them, it had to be voluntary.

      “He’ll be joining you for drill inside a week,” Sari said confidently.

      A little smile teased the corners of her mouth.

      

      It was a four-day journey—a day longer than expected as the Wolves learned to ride—north along the coastal road. To their right was endless snowy plain, to their left steel-grey ocean the colour of Tiercelin’s wings. On most days a stiff wind blew around them, turning the surface of the sea into a riot of white-tipped waves crashing against the rocky shoreline.

      The winged folk seemed to manage a full day’s flight with ease, though they didn’t move particularly fast, instead enjoying the thermals as they soared and dipped through the sky. By day three, the Wolves could move fast enough on the horses to keep up so that they moved as a complete group.

      During the second day, the coastline across the narrow channel between Mithranar and Montagn grew visible as a hazy outline, and then grew clearer and closer as they travelled further north.

      There was no sign of habitation, or even any shipping, just grey ocean. The Montagni coastline was rugged and mountainous, not unlike the SkyReach, but not anywhere near as high.

      And then they reached the causeway.

      When they arrived, Theac urged his horse over to her, hauling on his reins in a still-clumsy effort to get his horse to stop. It eventually trotted to a halt a few meters past Talyn. Swallowing a smile, Talyn kicked her mount forward.

      “They’re just behind, Captain, should be here any moment,” he said of the prince’s retinue.

      “Where exactly does Mithranan territory end and Montagni territory start?” she asked, staring out over the rocky platform created by low tide. Pools of seawater and dark growths of moss dotted its slick surface. An area down the middle seemed relatively flat and stable enough for the horses, though they’d have to be careful.

      Tiercelin dropped out of the sky above, gusting cold air around them. “There are coloured stones set in a line halfway across. They mark the border.”

      She glanced back at the hodgepodge of mounted Wolves. “Let’s get ourselves in position.”

      With Talyn harrying and helping, the Wolves managed to form up in a neat enough looking group. In mounted rows of three they headed out over the causeway, Talyn waving them to a halt a short distance behind the coloured line.

      By then the princes had arrived, and the winged folk dropped languidly out of the sky to land just ahead of them. As they did so, Talyn’s watchful gaze picked up the large group of riders materialising on the other side of the causeway.

      “That will be the greeting party.” Cuinn turned to her. “We’ll wait here for them. Montagni can be rather touchy.”

      Talyn nodded and rode forward, close enough that she could get to Cuinn if anything happened. A glance and matching gesture to both Strongswoop and Nightdrift had the Falcon details in the air and hovering protectively over the royal party.

      The riders approached at a swift canter, despite the precarious rocky surface, only reining in just before the coloured stones. Her eyes narrowed at this display of arrogance, and she studied the Montagni carefully. All were men, and they rode gleaming horses that to her practiced eye spoke of fine quality. They wore armour and had swords sheathed at their backs.

      One of the riders kicked his horse ahead at the same time Azrilan stepped forward, wings flaring. Wide smiles wreathed both their faces and the Montagni man dismounted so he and the prince could embrace.

      “Azrilan and Mithanis’s uncle,” Cuinn murmured to her. “Thura Manunin. He’s general of the ahara’s armies, and for all intents and purposes the second most powerful man in Montagn.”

      “Thank you,” she said, eyes flicking to him in surprise at his helpfulness.

      “You’re welcome.” He flashed a smile and turned away.

      Once they disentangled themselves, Manunin gestured to some of the men mounted behind him, and they dismounted too. These men were younger, though they wore the same smiles of greeting as they hugged and joked with Azrilan.

      “Cousins?” Talyn guessed. “Are they truly as pleased to see each other as they look?”

      “Very much so,” Cuinn murmured.

      She gave him a sharp look—there had been something in his tone that bothered her—but he was wearing his usual bored expression.

      Eventually Manunin came over to greet Cuinn as well, and then the winged folk took to the sky and the entire party was lurching its way after the Montagni into the craggy mountains ahead.

      Talyn took a breath and urged her horse forward.

      An adventure indeed.

      

      Talyn knew from Callanan lessons that two-thirds of Montagn’s coastline was lined with mountains, and that only the western corner of the country had a relatively flat coast, but seeing it was a different thing entirely.

      Not as unnervingly high as the Ayrlemyre or SkyReach, they were nonetheless bigger than the hills of the citadel and easily as rugged as the mountains she was familiar with from home. Snow lined the tallest of the peaks only, while the lower slopes were green in the summer warmth.

      A dirt-packed road led away from the causeway and cut directly west through the mountains ahead. As they progressed, other roads frequently diverged off in different directions. These varied from proper roads like the one they were on, to faint trails barely worth the name.

      Manunin’s cavalry—not vastly different to Conmor’s in capability, armour or weaponry, as far as Talyn could tell—spread out to line the road ahead, behind and along each side of the royal party and its guard. Unease prickled under her skin at being so effectively surrounded. Her Aimsir instincts rebelled against any sense of being trapped, and her strategic senses didn’t like it either.

      “I don’t like it.” Theac rode up beside her, scowl firmly in place. When he wasn’t thinking about it, her second had actually developed a pretty good seat, and he’d reined his horse in with relative ease this time.

      “Neither of the princes look bothered.”

      “Prince Cuinn never looks bothered by anything and the prince of games looks like he’s arrived at his favourite place in the world.”

      “You’ve got me there,” she agreed. “But Irial and the other nobles are as relaxed as the princes, including the Falcons.” In Talyn’s limited experience, Irial was—despite being amongst the most arrogant of winged folk she’d met—the sharpest and most sensible of Cuinn’s group of friends. If he was relaxed, it meant this was usual practice and they were probably fine.

      “I’ll tell the talons to keep an eye out, nonetheless.”

      She nodded and he fell back. It wouldn’t do any good. Her Wolves were barely able to keep astride at a gallop, and they were surrounded by what looked to be disciplined and well-trained cavalry riders. Manunin’s men could have them encircled on this road in seconds with a simple command.

      And then they’d all be slaughtered.

      “There’s a pleasant thought.”

      “I don’t like being surrounded,” she grumbled.

      “You never did. Still, apart from being uncomfortable, your instincts aren’t telling you anything is wrong, so you’re probably fine. For now.”

      “Reassuring. Thanks.”

      The mountains loomed higher on either side of the road as they headed deeper into Montagn. Manunin rode with Azrilan swooping above him, and Cuinn and the remainder of the entourage were effectively ignored. The cavalry escort remained silent.

      Scanning the skies above, Talyn caught Strongswoop’s eye and waved him down. He dropped to the road, his gaze roaming their surroundings, taking in the cavalry and where the princes were. This one had decent instincts for a Falcon.

      “What can you tell me about this area of Montagn?” she asked him. “If we had to flee, where could we go?”

      “Back to the causeway would be our only option, Captain.”

      “No villages or towns in these mountains?”

      “Both, and garrisons too. A good proportion of the population lives in the mountainous areas—it’s the stronghold for one of the most powerful Montagni families, House Venador. The current ahara is a Venador.”

      “Oh.” That was interesting, and she welcomed how forthcoming Strongswoop was being. “If the causeway was blocked we couldn’t try for one of the towns?”

      He shook his head. “Only the folk that live out here know their way around. We don’t. We flee into those hills and we’d be lost inside a full-turn.”

      She frowned. “Even with your Falcons scouting the way from the air?”

      “Well.” He seemed taken aback. “I suppose that could work. I’m not sure why you’re asking me this, Captain. We’re not going to have to flee.”

      “I like to plan for all eventualities, Talon. Thanks for your help. You’re dismissed.”

      He leapt into the air without another word.

      “The Montagni like to maintain control of a situation, don’t they?”

      “They certainly do,” Talyn mused. “Moving an army across that causeway would take time, though, and it’s a vulnerability, a chokepoint. If they wanted to invade, they’d be better off attacking Mithranar from the sea across the channel.”

      “Agreed. But you heard Theac. The WingGuard don’t maintain a watch on the northern face of the SkyReach, and nobody lives out on the Ice Plains. Even if the Montagni took a month to get an army across the causeway, nobody might notice.”

      A chill ran down her back that wasn’t entirely to do with the cold. The winged folk were fools. They’d practically left the door open to their bigger and more powerful neighbour, thinking that sending their prince of song on an occasional diplomatic trip was enough to keep them safe. Did their belief in their superiority over humans really extend so deeply?

      “I don’t think all of them are fools, Talyn. I bet Ravinire sees the danger.” Sari hesitated. “Does it bother you? The idea of Mithranar being invaded.”

      “There are implications for the Twin Thrones if it happened, like Montagn controlling the world’s only source of izerdia,” Talyn said.

      “And?”

      “And yes. It bothers me,” she said softly.

      

      It was a three-day journey west to clear the mountains. As soon as they did, Manunin turned them south, keeping the mountains to their left, and the terrain changed enormously.

      The rocks and hard packed dirt under their hooves turned to grassland, the soil beneath rich and full of moisture. For the first few days they rode through open areas, the landscape as far as they could see on either side covered in green, cultivated fields. The fields were always dotted with workers, either planting, cutting or harvesting depending on what was being grown.

      Slaves.

      It was Theac who informed her that free men in Montagn wore beards while slaves were required by law to be clean shaven. He then pointed out—with evident glee—that the human Wolves who had previously worn beards had shaved them before leaving the Summer Palace.

      She’d noticed it of course, and assumed Ehdra and the others had done it because of the heat of summer back in Dock City. But no, it was a deliberate show of support for Halun, and while that warmed her, she simultaneously hoped none of the Montagni noticed.

      Not infrequently, they’d pass a military base. Always set outside larger towns, they were large and fenced, the entire space cleared of trees and foliage. The warriors training within looked sharp, disciplined and well-trained. The sight caused a shiver of foreboding to cross her mind.

      There were so many of them.

      Eventually they crested a rise and came upon a massive city spread out in a basin below. Thick forest had been entirely cleared away to make room for the city. It sprawled right up to the eastern edge of a massive lake, its tranquil surface glinting green under the cloudy sky.

      “Arataire, the capital of Montagn and the seat of the ahara,” Manunin informed them all in a proud voice.

      Watchtowers ringed the basin, each rising above the treetops of the surrounding forest and within a half-turn’s walking distance of the other. The towers on the opposite side of the basin were barely visible—journeying across the city from north to south could take all day, if what Talyn could see of the thronged streets below was any indication. A smoky haze from the hundreds of thousands of cook fires hung over everything.

      And situated on a rocky island not far from the eastern shore of the lake, high enough that it overlooked the city, was a castle fortress. High stone walls enclosed the entire structure—the only way to access it appeared to be a single arching bridge from the shore.

      “The ahara’s seat,” Manunin announced unnecessarily. “We’ll be there by nightfall.”

      

      The people thronging the streets melted away in a blink at the sight of Manunin’s cavalry escorting Cuinn and Azrilan’s party through the city. Those that didn’t move quickly enough were roughly helped along.

      The bridge over to the castle was large enough to carry anything ranging from wagons with supplies for the fortress to a full visiting foreign delegation such as theirs, and ended in a pair of thick iron gates. They were set deep into the stone wall encircling the craggy island. From this close, the wall was too high to be able to see anything over it, and no doubt the battlements at the top could be filled with archers if the need arose.

      The chaotic and varied sounds of such a large city faded almost instantly when they rode through and the thick gates swung shut behind them. Talyn’s unease deepened—they’d gone from being surrounded by imposing cavalry to being trapped by thick stone walls and a solid gate. She scanned the walls for archers, only marginally reassured by seeing none.

      Manunin’s cavalry had split off before reaching the bridge, and so it was only the general himself, along with some of Azrilan’s cousins, the Acondor entourage, and the Wolves left. Grooms came running to take the Wolves’ horses. Manunin was already ushering the princes and their friends inside.

      Talyn swore under her breath. Both her charges were walking happily into an unknown foreign castle with no guard in sight. “Theac. Get off your horse and get your detail after the princes. Strongswoop—you too!”

      She waited until the Wolves and Falcons had run after Cuinn and Azrilan before sliding out of the saddle. A young boy appeared to take her reins. The gelding tossed his head in alarm, backing away a few steps and snorting a warning.

      “Quiet!” she told the horse firmly.

      The boy hovered. A green tattoo decorated his left cheek. Talyn’s stomach curled. “He’s normally very quiet, he just doesn’t like quick movements. Stay calm but firm and you’ll be fine.”

      She passed the reins to the boy, then tapped the horse on the nose. “If you want water and hot mash, you’d better do as he tells you.”

      He snorted, moving off docilely enough. The boy hadn’t shown an ounce of fear the entire time.

      “He’s probably more afraid of what his master would do if he didn’t take care of the horse properly.”

      Talyn swallowed, eyes fixed on the boy as he walked away—he looked barely fourteen years old. So young, and already a slave. How could anyone stomach that?

      “I don’t know how long I can stay here.” It was quickly becoming a genuine fear.

      “Concentrate on your Wolves. They’re not going to like it any more than you, and they don’t have your self-control.”

      Sari was right. Zamaril was already staring rigidly after the departing grooms, while Tiercelin literally had reached out and grabbed Corrin’s shoulder as he made a move to follow them.

      “Hey!” she shouted, a full parade ground bellow that instantly grabbed the milling Wolves’ attention. Even Ronisin’s Falcons dropped out of the sky to stand at attention before her.

      “We are here to ensure Prince Cuinn and Prince Azrilan’s safety. That is all.” She allowed absolutely no give in her voice, keeping it hard as granite. “Whatever your personal feelings, acting on them will put the princes at risk. I see anyone stepping out of line and I will beat you black and blue. Am I clear?”

      Almost as one, they straightened their shoulders and gave her a crisp salute. The Falcons looked confused.

      “Good.” She ran a final warning look over the Wolves, leaving them in no doubt how serious she was. “Now, there’s a man in pretty armour lingering awkwardly over there. I’m guessing he’s supposed to show us to our barracks. Corrin, go and put him out of his misery, would you?”

      

      She got her first taste of how Montagn viewed the princes’ protection detail—winged and human—when they were shown to the quarters set aside for them. A several minute hike from the centre of the fortress, the barracks consisted of two connected stone buildings in the far corner of the island, nestled right up against the north-western wall.

      Despite the relative warmth of the day outside, a cool breeze off the lake seemed to have found its way through every crack in the stone, rendering the interior spaces uncomfortably cool. A mere handful of windows allowed in barely enough light to see by. Not to mention the hint of mildew on the air every time she breathed in deeply.

      Tiercelin made a face. “This is…”

      “Home for the next two weeks.” Talyn gave him a cheerful look. “Best get used to it.”

      He slanted a glance at her. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

      “You bet I am. This is much closer to what I’m used to. You winged folk and your fancy everything—it’ll be good for you to experience a more basic life for a while.”

      He shivered, wrapping his wings around him. “I’ll volunteer to take the next shift once Theac is finished. Wherever Prince Cuinn is must be warmer than this.”

      

      A full-turn later, Talyn returned from checking on the stabled horses—the grooms knew what they were doing and each horse looked well cared for—to find Zamaril and Corrin in the process of refusing the slaves that had been assigned to their barracks. Her legs ached from going up and down multiple stairs, her nerves were raw from seeing slaves everywhere she looked, and she wasn’t in the mood to deal with issues.

      “You wanted to be Wolf captain,” Sari said cheerfully.

      “Did I?”

      Zamaril was scowling as he informed what appeared to be the Montagni noble in charge of the castle slaves that the Wolves could take care of themselves. Corrin stood at his side, arms crossed, looking surprisingly intimidating for such a young man. Talyn blinked, realising some of his gangliness had filled out into broad shoulders and muscle over the past months.

      Arriving at the tail-end of Zamaril’s refusal, she didn’t miss the expression of offended distaste on the lord’s face. He’d hidden his anger well beneath his polite façade of hospitality, but it was obvious nonetheless.

      “Is something wrong?” Talyn asked pointedly.

      “I’m Lord Aranin, Captain. I’m responsible for the functioning of this castle.” The man brightened at seeing a superior officer. “Your men are refusing our hospitality. The ahara merely wishes to ensure you are comfortable for the duration of your stay.”

      “By sticking you in the darkest, windiest corner of the castle?” Sari enquired.

      “That’s my fault, I’m afraid, Lord Aranin.” She offered a pleasant smile. “I insist on my command looking after themselves. It makes for more self-sufficient warriors, don’t you think?”

      “I… well, yes, I suppose so.” He couldn’t seem to disagree with her logic.

      “We appreciate your gracious offer, nonetheless. Thank you for your time, Lord Aranin.”

      His mouth opened. Closed. He blinked, then, when he was presumably unable to come up with a counter to her polite refusal, he bowed. “Captain Dynan. Please send for me if there is anything you require.”

      “I will. Thank you.”

      The moment he was gone, shoulders stiff with displeasure, she rounded on her two talons. “What gave either of you the impression you’re allowed to make decisions on my behalf?”

      Corrin turned red. “Sorry, Captain.”

      Zamaril managed a tight nod.

      “Some of the Wolves are going to be feeling like you are. Like I am.” She lowered her voice. “But as their leaders, we have to set an example. We are in Montagn. This is their country and they are free to run it as they see fit. Our job is to keep the princes safe, not start a diplomatic incident. Am I clear?”

      Both nodded. Neither looked as if they liked it.

      Well, they’d have to learn. There was much more to command than giving orders.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 36

          

        

      

    

    
      The late night knock on Cuinn’s door came as he was polishing off a bottle of spirits. Azrilan had departed Arataire with almost unseemly haste, spending a single night at the castle fortress before travelling east to the Manunin estates outside the city with his uncle and cousins.

      Already Cuinn was bored out of his mind and desperate to leave. Not to mention he missed Jasper with an ache that surprised him in its intensity. But a deal was a deal. So he heaved a sigh and went to open the door.

      A servant stood there. “Your Highness. The ahara would like to see you.”

      Cuinn blinked. “Now?”

      “Yes, Your Highness. If you would please come with me?” The servant stepped aside.

      One didn’t question a summons from the ahara, so Cuinn shrugged and stepped out, closing the door behind him. Immediately Wolves appeared from several directions.

      The servant stopped dead. “The ahara wishes to see you alone, Prince Cuinn.”

      Cuinn opened his mouth to agree, but was forestalled by Talyn’s appearance. She stepped into the light of the hallway, the look on her face telling him if he dared agree to go anywhere alone, he’d be in for a stern and protracted conversation about it later. He swore under his breath—she’d been on his detail more frequently than usual since the second tawncat murder. An unforeseen consequence of him making her aware of it.

      “How about a compromise?” Cuinn turned to the servant with a winning smile. “Just one guard comes with me. My Wolves understandably prefer that I don’t go to secret late night meetings all alone.”

      He threw enough song magic into the words that the poor man literally turned and began walking off without another word. Cuinn threw a triumphant grin in Talyn’s direction, ignored her answering scowl, and followed after the servant.

      She fell in behind.

      They were led through what seemed to be the emptiest and quietest corridors of the castle fortress, and on what seemed like a much longer route than usual to the ahara’s wing. It was noticeable enough that he glanced back at Talyn, eyebrow raised. She gave a little nod.

      So this was a secret meeting.

      They eventually stopped at a non-descript door in a dim corridor in an area decidedly not part of the ahara’s residential wing. The servant knocked once, opened it, then stepped away. “If you’ll follow through to the end, Your Highness. Your guard can wait here.”

      “His guard will be doing nothing of the kind.” Talyn strode through the door before the servant could protest.

      Cuinn grinned widely as he followed her into another narrow corridor. The door closed behind him with a soft click. “We’re about to get murdered, aren’t we?”

      “Not if I have anything to say about it,” she muttered. She was unsettled, and not just because of this unexpected meeting. It was hard to discern why, but when he thought about it, she’d been like this since leaving the Summer Palace. He dismissed the problem to solve later—she was hard to read at the best of times, and right now he needed his focus for whatever was waiting for him at the end of the corridor.

      It was a short walk to another door that stood ajar, as if waiting for them. Beyond was a small, comfortably-appointed room lit by a crackling fire. The ahara sat on a lounge, legs crossed, relaxed.

      He was the only person in the room.

      “I asked that you come alone, Prince Cuinn.” He spoke mildly, but his displeasure swirled in the air around him. Cuinn focused his song magic on the man, ensuring there was no threat. There wasn’t. He was annoyed, but not murderous.

      “Please forgive me, Your Grace.” He bowed, full of charm and politeness. “Since the attempt on my life last year, I don’t go anywhere without a guard.”

      A faintly approving glance from Talyn as she took up position by the door.

      “I give you my word I mean you no harm, Prince Cuinn. While I understand your reasoning, I ask that your guard remain in the corridor outside the room.”

      Cuinn shrugged. Talyn would spend the entire time with her ear pressed up against the door, no doubt, and his song magic reassured him the ahara was telling the truth. “Captain Dynan, wait outside please.”

      She shot a thoroughly displeased look in his direction before doing as requested, the door closing behind her.

      Cuinn dropped onto the lounge opposite the man. It was higher backed than he was used to, and he struggled to settle into a comfortable spot where his wings didn’t feel crushed. “It’s rather late for a chat, Your Grace, and this is an unusual location to be having one.”

      “I had hoped your mother might travel here this year,” he replied. “I specifically invited her to do so.”

      Cuinn buried his surprise at that piece of information with a bland smile. “Several things are taking up my mother’s time at the moment. You’ll have heard about the murder of her councillor, of course?”

      “I understand. Perhaps you’ll agree to pass her a message on my behalf?” The ahara’s grey eyes settled on his, calculating. His emotions told Cuinn that he was trying to decide how much to say to the youngest prince of Mithranar, and that he had been reluctant even to request this meeting.

      Despite himself, Cuinn was intrigued. His experience of the ahara was of a hard, calculating man who ruled his lords with steely control. The contempt he felt for Cuinn and the winged folk in general he concealed behind only a thin veneer of politeness. So whatever message he wanted given to his mother… he must want passed quite badly.

      “Your Grace. The purpose of our yearly visit here is to ensure that Mithranar and Montagn continue to enjoy a healthy, prosperous relationship. Of course I’ll do anything I can to assist.” Cuinn wrapped his words up in a hint of sincerity and added a warm smile. There, let Mithanis or Azrilan beat that for diplomacy.

      The ahara gave a sharp nod, his calloused fingers drumming on the arm of the lounge. When Cuinn’s gaze fell on them, he stopped abruptly, clearing his throat. “I would like to have a discussion with Sarana regarding the Twin Thrones.”

      It took everything Cuinn had not to glance over at the closed door. Skies! This was turning in an unexpected direction, and Talyn was no doubt listening intently at the keyhole.

      “The Twin Thrones?” he echoed, then cursed himself for sounding like an inane fool. Although, maybe that was good—it helped keep up his false persona. “Did you wish to discuss something in particular? You know we impose the same tariffs on Calumnia and Conmor that we do on Montagn for izerdia exports.” Izerdia prices were a common complaint made by the ahara and his lords.

      “It’s not about export tariffs.”

      This time Cuinn’s glance at the door was unconscious. Disquiet curled in his stomach. He’d unwittingly brought a Dumnorix to an obviously secret meeting between Mithranar and Montagn. Perhaps it was best to try and wrap this up quickly, take the message home and leave it for his mother to deal with.

      He shifted forward, moving to rise. “I’ll pass on your message as soon as I’m home, Your Grace, and I’ll encourage my mother to visit as soon as she’s able.”

      “Her letter about the assassination attempt on you troubled me,” the ahara continued. “Particularly the fact that niever-flyers were involved. And now I hear that a Shadow may have been involved in the murder of your Queencouncil member. We’re both aware that Firthland is a vassal state under King Aethain’s rule.”

      Cuinn swallowed. He was the dissolute prince, the secret criminal who spent his time hiding and stealing things to help the human folk. He had no experience with diplomacy or how to tread the murky waters of inter-state relations—even if he did have any idea what the ahara was trying to get at here, which he most certainly did not. “I believe our Falcon’s assessment is that the niever-flyers were mercenaries, Your Grace.”

      The ahara stood, moving to the fireplace. He wasn’t overly tall—he would probably only reach Cuinn’s shoulders, and his gaze was an unsettling mix of troubled and calculating as he stared at the flames. “Mithranar is such a small country, Prince Cuinn,” he murmured.

      “Small but beautiful.” He managed a lazy smile. What else was he supposed to say to that? He wrapped the man in subtle song magic, but read nothing threatening in his words or emotions. “And we are fortunate to have such good friends in our neighbours.”

      The ahara cleared his throat and turned to him. “Indeed. I’d welcome a conversation with Sarana on the subject. Please convey my keen interest to her.”

      Cuinn shot to his feet, taking the out as soon as it was offered. “Absolutely, Your Grace.”

      

      He could almost hear the cascading of Talyn’s thoughts as he followed her back along the narrow passageway. He considered pretending that he didn’t know she would have been listening to every word, then discounted it. She had to know his song magic would read her reaction.

      “What a useless waste of time.” He gave a yawn, trying to open up conversation. “All that mysteriousness just because he wants to have a chat with my mother.”

      She was silent, concentrating on their surroundings as they stepped out of the passage into the empty corridor. The servant had vanished. Presumably they were to make their own way back to his rooms.

      Once she’d ascertained there was no danger, Talyn set off with long strides. He hesitated, but couldn’t let it go. Better to have the conversation now, than back at his quarters where ten other Wolves would be listening in.

      “Captain Dynan, stop.”

      She turned, eyebrow raised, cool gaze on his.

      “I know you listened to every word of that.”

      “I am responsible for your safety,” she said evenly.

      He took a breath, trying to work out how to approach this. As the Shadowhawk, he knew she would report what she’d heard right back to the Callanan. Did that matter? Were Mithranan interests at stake if she did? As the Shadowhawk, he might actually be able to have a conversation with her about what had been behind the ahara’s mysterious summons. Was he worried the Twin Thrones were a threat, did he want to seek a stronger alliance with Mithranar? It could be anything. But he was a prince of Mithranar, not the Twin Thrones, so as much as he owed Talyn, as much as he respected and admired her, in this he had to be strong.

      “Was there anything else?” she prompted.

      “Yes.” He threw caution to the wind and stepped toward her. “I’m a song mage, Captain Dynan, so as lazy, indolent and uncaring as you think I am, I’m not stupid. I don’t believe you came back to Mithranar just to be captain of my guard. The next time the Montagni ahara requests a meeting with me, you will not be coming, and neither will any of your Wolves. Understood?”

      Her sapphire eyes flashed. “We are responsible for keeping you safe, Your Highness. If you have another private meeting—”

      “Don’t pretend you want to be there just to keep me safe.” He laughed softly. “I can feel your interest in the conversation you overheard like it’s screaming in my ear. On this I stand firm.”

      “I didn’t know that was possible for you,” she countered, voice like steel.

      He frowned. Her emotions always hit him stronger when she was upset or angry—her control suffered in those moments—and right now he was picking up just how intrigued she’d been by the meeting.

      His heart plummeted like a stone. He’d been assuming that her Callanan investigation into Vengeance was the only reason she’d come back to Mithranar… but what if it wasn’t? She was a Dumnorix. What if the Twin Thrones had other reasons for sending one of their own to fill a simple guard’s spot in Mithranar’s WingGuard?

      Her sapphire gaze ran over his face, no doubt reading his shock, but misunderstanding its source. “If you’ve decided to suddenly care about something, I suggest you be less concerned about what I overheard and more concerned that the ahara just threatened your country,” she said, belatedly adding, “Your Highness.”

      “There was no threat,” he said flatly. “I was using every inch of magic I have in that room. He wasn’t threatening Mithranar, Captain Dynan. He was implying that the threat to Mithranar comes from the Twin Thrones.”

      Silence filled the corridor, a silence so heavy it was like a physical weight on his shoulders. Her expression closed over, revealing nothing.

      “Why did the Dumnorix send you?” he asked quietly.

      “Your mother asked for a Kingshield. She paid handsomely in izerdia for it.”

      There, he caught the flicker of her unease. Her answer was mostly true, but not entirely. “The Dumnorix have never loaned out their Kingshield before. Why now? It was about more than just izerdia, wasn’t it?”

      The unease that flashed over her face was impossibly fast, and without magic, he would never have caught it. But he did, and it hit him like a gut punch. “It was. Why did you come back?”

      “Stay out of my emotions,” she snarled at him.

      “I have no other weapon to use against you, Captain, and I’m starting to wonder if I should be using it more.”

      “Since when do you bother?” she said flatly. “About anything?”

      He was seconds away from unleashing—his anger, his distress at the idea she might have been betraying him all along, his desperate hope that she’d come back for just the Callanan mission and nothing else, but his self-preservation instinct kicked in and he pulled himself up short. Push any harder and he’d be completely blowing his façade. He’d already gone too far—if she wasn’t focused so fiercely on hiding from him right now, she’d already be wondering at his behaviour.

      He took a deep breath and let a supercilious smile spread over his face. “That’s quite enough, Captain. I’m growing bored of this conversation. You have your orders.”

      “Fine.” She nodded, her anger beating at him. “Can we go now, Your Highness?”

      They walked the distance back to his rooms in stiff silence. The closer they got, the more flawless her masterful control became, and by the time they arrived, there was no indication in her expression, bearing or emotions to tell they’d just argued.

      He pushed through his door without looking at her.

      Time for more wine—and maybe he’d send someone to see if Niya was free. Anything to forget about his suspicions, his fear, the constant and sharp realisation that he truly could trust no one.

      Nobody but himself.
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      Talyn stood by one of the windows at the edge of the overly-stuffy hall, her back lit by the orange of the fading sun outside. It was the second elaborate dinner that the ahara had held since their arrival. Montagni nobles filled the open space, mostly men, as far as she could tell. They mingled with Cuinn and his nobles, talking and sipping glasses of dark wine.

      Her gaze settled on the prince thoughtfully. Ever since his mysterious meeting with the ahara two nights earlier, she’d been vacillating between curiosity at what the meeting had truly been about, and surges of indignation that Cuinn had dared accuse the Twin Thrones—accuse her!—of nefarious intent where Mithranar was concerned.

      “From his perspective, it’s a reasonable assumption.”

      “I don’t think he’s capable of those,” Talyn said dryly.

      “He seemed confident the ahara wasn’t trying to threaten him in any way.”

      “Then he’s a fool. Emotions can be hidden or played upon without song magic, and from what I’ve seen so far the ahara is a man fully in control of everything around him.”

      “I think you’re dismissing Cuinn too quickly. He read you like an open book when you argued afterwards… and if Cuinn’s mother or brothers spent as much time around you as he has with their song magic? They’d be wondering what you were truly doing in Mithranar too. It’s fortunate for your cover that they consider you too far beneath their notice.”

      Acknowledging her partner’s point, Talyn settled her gaze on the prince, standing not far off. She wondered how much of his song magic was smoothing the conversation, or that of those with him. Irial Swiftwing had song magic just like Cuinn, and from close scrutiny, she thought his wife, a lilac-winged beauty named Annae, did too.

      Despite the song magic, it was impossible not to notice the contempt underlying the Montagni lords’ every interaction with Cuinn and his entourage. Once Azrilan and Thura Manunin had vanished to one of the Manunin family estates on the second day after arrival, the ahara and his nobles had seemingly felt free to treat the youngest Acondor prince however they’d like.

      Which just made the secret meeting even odder. What had the ahara been trying to accomplish? No doubt the Callanan would be interested in her accounting of their conversation.

      “Why do you think Cuinn cared so much?” she asked Sari. It bothered her—and not just because she was annoyed by his accusations. It was the first and only time she’d ever seen the prince display ire about anything.

      “He might have been annoyed at being dragged out of bed so late just because the ahara wanted to pass a message to his mother… and as lazy and amused by everything as he is, even he must have his limits where your attitude towards him is concerned.”

      “Fair point,” she conceded. She should make more of an effort to reign in her annoyance around him—she managed it with all the other winged folk she encountered on a daily basis.

      “You expect more of him because he’s a Dumnorix.”

      “It’s not just that.” Cuinn’s entire manner irked Talyn in some fundamental way that she found hard to control.

      A servant marked with the slave tattoo passed by her, carrying a platter of food. Talyn’s temper spiked sharply. Nobody had the right to enslave a human being. Not for any reason. Even standing here in the room, saying nothing and thereby given tacit support to what was happening made her chest ache with frustrated emotion.

      Worse—the Wolves felt the same way she did and they weren’t making anywhere near as much of an effort to keep their personal feelings about slavery to themselves.

      “How long until we can get out of this flea hole?” Theac appeared at her side, as if summoned by her thoughts. “I almost wish someone would attack so I’d have an outlet for the constant urge to slap these pretty-smelling Montagni nobles and their perfectly oiled beards.”

      She stifled a smile. “They’ve been good hosts.”

      Her second’s face darkened. “Good hosts? Have you seen the way they look at Prince Cuinn? And at us?”

      “Theac, take that scowl off your face and make an attempt to look pleasant.” She gave him a warning look, then said pointedly, “And besides, when was the last time you cared what people thought of Prince Cuinn?”

      “Never.” He smiled slightly.

      “Just remember you’re setting an example for the Wolves.” She sighed. “Andres is the only talon making a serious effort to hide his anger anytime a slave is in his vicinity, so it’s even more important that we do it.”

      Theac glanced at her. “You’re worried.”

      She gave him a reluctant nod. She didn’t want to admit it, but it was a problem she’d been turning over in her mind during the long full-turns on guard duty. Zamaril and Corrin weren’t as disciplined as she’d thought they were. Faced with a situation they fundamentally didn’t agree with, they were struggling to obey her orders and lead by example. Tiercelin was a little better, practiced as he was in the noble arts of putting on a good face, but even he was pushing the boundaries.

      “I’ll make sure to keep a close eye on them.” He gave her a long-suffering look. “What have you got Zamaril doing, by the way?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Talyn resumed her scan of the room, prompted by habit and training to look for possible threats to her charge.

      “He’s been creeping about at all turns. I caught him coming back from the city last night, out of uniform and wearing something resembling rags. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he’d been out stealing things.”

      “Is that right?” Talyn smothered a smile. She’d noticed the same, and hoped Zamaril was making progress on what she’d asked him to do on Halun’s behalf.

      Theac gave her a sideways glance. “He’s never going to change, is he?”

      “I think we should count ourselves lucky that he’s managed to learn some discipline.” Talyn smiled slightly.

      “But not enough,” Sari warned.

      Talyn winced. “Maybe.”

      Theac snorted. “Fine, don’t tell me. But don’t come running to me when whatever scheme you two are cooking up goes horribly awry.”

      More laughter in her head. “He sounds just like me.”

      “Most of my plans worked out. Nearly all of them, in fact.”

      “Except for that time we ended up in a vat full of horse manure.”

      “Except that time.”

      They fell silent for a moment, Theac’s gaze tracking Irial Swiftwing as he left Cuinn’s side and slowly wound his way through several Montagni to reach his wife’s side. The two fell into a murmured conversation. Theac’s scowl deepened.

      “Something wrong?” Talyn asked her second.

      “I was asking Tiercelin the other day about the reason we all had to drag our flea-bitten asses here.” His voice dropped. “Particularly since the ahara and his lords treat Cuinn like he’s no better than the dirt on their fine leather boots.”

      “And?”

      “He says it’s not really about the prince of song. It’s about who comes with him.”

      Ah. “One of them is Mithanis’s man. Irial, I take it, judging from the way your glare just followed him across the room.”

      Theac nodded. “Tiercelin reckons he’s a master of song magic, probably the most skilled of all winged folk, though he doesn’t make a big deal of it. Annae Ravensweep—his wife—is no slouch either.”

      “I thought he was Prince Cuinn’s best friend,” Talyn murmured.

      “Sure. Because Mithanis asked him to be. He’s how Mithanis keeps an eye on his little brother.”

      “Delightful,” Sari said sourly. “I almost feel sorry for Cuinn.”

      “I don’t.” Her roving gaze fell on Cuinn. He was over by the other side of the hall, near one of the roaring fireplaces, in conversation with a slave girl who looked barely nineteen. She was strikingly beautiful, even with the tattoo on her right cheek.

      “What is he doing?” she muttered.

      “Oh dear.” Theac saw exactly the same thing. “Captain, the girl is one of Ahara Venador’s personal slaves. My, our prince does like his women.”

      “I don’t care what he likes. If he gets us all imprisoned by the ahara’s soldiers for touching one of his slaves, I’ll be tempted to run a sword through him myself.”

      “There are strict laws here regarding slaves, Captain,” Theac said in an undertone. “If he gets caught with that girl…”

      “Then I suggest you go over there and find a way to distract him, Talon Parksin!” she said sharply. There was a time for bantering with her second, and there was a time for giving orders. It was his guard shift, after all, and he needed to be in control of it.

      “Captain!” Theac snapped to attention and left.

      A few moments later, Theac bowed politely before Cuinn and spoke a few words. He even managed not to scowl. Cuinn shifted his attention away from the slave girl. By the time the prince had finished answering whatever it was Theac asked him, the girl was gone, taking her tray of drinks to serve others in the room.

      Talyn breathed a sigh of relief. Theac returned a short time later with a self-satisfied smile. “I spoke to the kitchen master, asked him to assign the girl back to the kitchens because her voice was irritating the prince.”

      “Good work,” Talyn said, directing a smile at Theac.

      Her second grunted. “My shift is over. Zamaril and his detail are waiting out in the hall. I’m going to get me some fresh air.”

      “Tell him about this on your way out, will you?” she asked. “It’s best he be aware in case the girl shows up again, particularly if she shows up anywhere near the prince’s bedroom.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      Zamaril and his detail appeared soon after, the thief giving her a little nod as he settled into position. She resolved to stick around a little longer.

      Make sure that servant girl didn’t reappear.
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      He’d drunk far too much at dinner. Six days into the trip and Cuinn was finding it increasingly difficult to keep hold of his indolent prince mask. Not only was he having to constantly smile and make polite conversation with men who thought him a lazy fool and didn’t much try to hide it, he was being constantly hit with the Wolves’ emotions over being surrounded by slaves.

      Initially it hadn’t been too bad, but the longer they stayed, the more restless the Wolves became. It surprised him. Of all people, he knew how deeply the Wolves loved and respected Talyn. He could feel the bond between them that was stronger than anything he’d ever sensed between the Falcons. But their reaction to the slaves was strong enough to challenge the hold she had on them, and while it largely stemmed from the fact Halun was their brother, it wasn’t only that.

      Talyn Dynan had fostered not only respect and loyalty amongst her soldiers, but also a sense of fairness and what he could only describe as rightness. And he felt it as much from the winged Wolves as the humans.

      They were struggling to let this stand.

      He sympathised with them, felt exactly the same way, but it was a problem. The amount of magic he was expending on the Wolves of his guard detail every time there was a slave in the room was beyond anything he’d ever had to exert before, let alone how difficult it was employing it with the level of subtlety required so that neither Irial nor Annae noticed.

      And he wasn’t the only one struggling. Even though you couldn’t tell from looking at her, Talyn was worried too.

      But as usual, there was very little he could do about it. He’d promised Azrilan after all, no complaining, no causing issues. And even without that, well… he wore the mask of the useless prince to keep himself alive, to keep Talyn and the Wolves alive. He wasn’t even sure he could break through it anymore, even if he could somehow find the courage for it.

      Drinking seemed to be the best way to numb the emotions surrounding him, and he took the opportunity at every dinner and event he was required to be at, welcoming the fogginess it brought to dull the sharp edges of his guilt and exhaustion.

      So when he first sensed something tickling at his ear as he slept, he assumed he was dreaming, a result of the ahara’s fermented spirits and an overly-imaginative subconscious. But it didn’t stop and eventually he woke enough to rub a hand over the ear.

      And his fingers brushed a moving feather.

      He shot instantly up in bed, barely managing to stop himself from flaring his wings and waking Niya, who slept undisturbed beside him. His head pounded at the sudden movement, but the sight of the shadowy figure kneeling by his bedside had him ignoring his hangover and reaching for the knife he kept under his pillow.

      “It’s me,” Zamaril’s voice murmured before he’d made it half the distance. “I need to speak with you, Your Highness.”

      “What are you doing?” he hissed, furious at the momentary panic the Wolf had sent flooding through him. Even now his heart was thudding so hard he was surprised it wasn’t audible. Nausea churned in his stomach, threatening to send him for the privy. He snatched his hand back before Zamaril could see the hidden knife and start wondering why he had a weapon under his pillow.

      Zamaril merely lifted a finger to his lips before rising and moving away from the bed. Cuinn briefly considered ignoring him and going back to sleep. That would certainly be in character for his spoiled prince persona and was probably the smartest move. Besides, he was exhausted. Sleep was critical if he was going to maintain his self-control and the levels of magic he needed for another week.

      But one of Talyn’s men wouldn’t be in his room unless it was important. Concern flickered—maybe something had happened to her or one of the other Wolves. Or…

      “The ahara hasn’t sent for me, has he?”

      “Not to my knowledge, Your Highness.”

      Relieved he wasn’t going to have to navigate another secretive conversation with the ahara, he arranged a sleepily annoyed look on his face and followed the thief out of the dark bedroom and into the lounge area, lifting one hand to rub at his aching temples. Zamaril closed the bedroom door quietly, then moved over into the corner of the room, away from the faint light that pooled on the floor before the dying fire.

      “This better be good, human. I don’t appreciate being frightened awake and dragged out of my bed after midnight.” Plus it was cold. He wished he’d put a robe on before leaving the bedroom.

      “Your Highness.” Zamaril hesitated. The thief was clearly doing his utmost to rein in his usual snark and be polite and deferential. If Cuinn hadn’t been so hungover or annoyed, he’d have been amused. “I need your help.”

      Cuinn’s eyebrows shot skyward. “If that’s the case, why don’t you go see that captain of yours. She’s the helpful one. I’m the annoyed prince who’s seconds away from ordering you whipped for disturbing my sleep.”

      “I wouldn’t be here if there were any other option,” Zamaril snapped, then swallowed. “Your Highness.”

      Cuinn grinned. “She’s taught you all her politeness in addressing a prince, I see. Go on, Zamaril, you’re lucky I’m intrigued. Hurry though, my attention span generally doesn’t last long.”

      “You’re aware that Talon Arasan used to be a slave?”

      He was. Pretended not to care. “I assumed that’s why you left him behind. So?”

      Zamaril hesitated. Whatever had brought him here tonight was clearly urgent enough that despite his deep reluctance over enlisting the prince’s help, he’d still come. The Shadowhawk wanted to tell the thief to calm down and trust him. Cuinn couldn’t. The two halves of him warred painfully, making him anxious.

      “Zamaril, so help me, if you don’t spit out whatever it is—”

      “Halun’s niece is here. She’s a slave in the kitchens.”

      Thick silence fell as Cuinn fought back his instinctive reaction and tried to work out how he should respond to this as the spoiled prince. Zamaril looked like he was going to be sick at revealing Halun’s private information. His agitation and shame were pounding into Cuinn’s already sore head like an anvil, making it hard to concentrate.

      “And?” Cuinn asked.

      “Halun is my brother. He thinks she died. I won’t leave here without her.” The words spilled out, hurried and almost incoherent, like Zamaril was trying to force them out before he changed his mind.

      Cuinn laughed. “You can’t be serious. If you try and steal a slave from the ahara, we’ll be at war in weeks.” He lifted a hand. “And before you ask me to buy her, the answer is no. Even if I had the money, which I don’t because mother dearest controls the purse strings, I don’t do favours for humans.”

      Zamaril’s jaw tightened, a flash of emotion telling Cuinn he’d decided to go all in on his hare-brained plan. His doubt cleared away. “She’s the pretty one you were talking to at the reception tonight, Your Highness.”

      “You put her in front of me on purpose?” He stared at Zamaril. The man was even more devious than he’d thought. The girl was beautiful, yes, but he’d had no intention of annoying either the ahara or Niya by bedding her. “Does your captain know what you’re up to?”

      “Not specifically.”

      That meant no. Shit. Zamaril was so far out on a limb he was in danger of dragging them all plummeting off a cliff with him. “What is it you want from me?”

      “I can get her out of the castle before we leave, stash her somewhere nearby and make it look like she ran away, then no suspicion falls on us. When we go, I need you to take her into your retinue, pretend she’s your latest flavour of the month.”

      It was a truly awful plan, yet Cuinn sympathised with what Zamaril was trying to do. And if he was honest, its riskiness appealed to the part of him that ran the streets of Dock City as the Shadowhawk. “You’ve lost your marbles, thief. Do you have any idea what you’re risking? And how would I ‘take her into my retinue’ without anyone seeing?”

      Zamaril swallowed. “I figure you could slip away at night, fly her ahead of us. Once we’re back across the causeway, we can—”

      “You want me to slip away from my guard? Captain Dynan will murder you, then me, Zamaril, not to mention what the ahara will do if you’re caught getting her out, or I’m caught flying her around the place. Then there’s Azrilan, who can be a nosy bastard when he wants to be. I quite like living, thank you.”

      He was pushing out all the excuses the spoiled prince would use. The Shadowhawk had been in on the plan the moment Zamaril said it was Halun’s niece. But he was going to have to make Zamaril work for it—the man was too smart and would quickly become suspicious if Cuinn agreed to anything too easily. The fact the thief had even risked coming to him at all… it was a desperate move, and one he doubted even Talyn would make.

      “I guarantee you I can get her out of here without being caught,” the thief said with quiet confidence. “And you could say you were bored and depart Arataire early—leave Prince Azrilan here with his family and the Falcons. I will make sure my detail is assigned night shift for the journey out of Montagn. If you don’t feel safe flying her alone, I’ll send Jessra with you, though I’d prefer nobody but either of us know.”

      “And what exactly do I get out of this?”

      Zamaril hesitated. “Your Highness, I’m willing to beg. I’ll do anything you ask me to. And if you do this, the next time thirty assassins come after you, I will stand in front of you and protect you with my life. And I won’t be doing it for Captain Dynan. I’ll do it for you.”

      “You’ll be doing it for Halun,” Cuinn corrected, then heaved a sigh and an eyeroll. He turned away from Zamaril, dragging a hand through his hair and trying to work out what to do.

      Cuinn agreeing to this at all was risky, because no matter how much Zamaril begged, it simply wasn’t consistent with his false persona to even consider it. It was a risk he normally would never take. But for Halun, who’d already risked his life for Cuinn’s, well… there really wasn’t much he wouldn’t do, including potentially exposing himself. “It sounds like fun, I suppose, sneaking around in the dark and whatnot. I will do this on one condition.”

      “Anything.”

      “Nobody but Halun ever knows that we stole his niece, so you better come up with something now that assures me of that, and of the fact nobody will learn we stole a slave at all.”

      Zamaril blinked, mind clearly racing. Then he straightened. “Keep her hidden till we’re across the causeway. Then, let Captain Dynan accidentally see you with her when nobody else is around. She’ll be… upset, but she’ll understand the danger straight away and come up with a way to keep her secret.”

      Cuinn couldn’t help himself. He burst out laughing. “Zamaril, are you seriously telling me your plan is to have Captain Dynan fix this?”

      “Do you think she won’t be able to?” the thief countered. “You tell her the girl took your fancy and she’ll believe it. Better yet, she’ll tell the other talons the same thing, and she’ll make us keep it secret.”

      Shit. Azrilan and Mithanis would be furious with him if they found out. And he’d have to come up with some plausible reason to end things with Niya before they left Arataire. Shit. Shit. Shit.

      This was a terrible plan. He loved it. And if he was honest with himself, the Shadowhawk part of him was starting to grow restless, straining at the leash he kept on it. A large part of him wanted to take this risk.

      Besides, even if his brothers somehow did find out, they would keep the secret. They wouldn’t dare risk offending Montagn by allowing the information to get back to the ahara. They’d be furious, but that was no different than usual.

      “This is ludicrous.” Cuinn sighed, rolling his eyes. “But all right. I’ll be looking for you next time assassins come after me, human.”

      “Agreed.” Zamaril seemed happy to agree to anything. “I’ll get her out tonight—you could announce you’re bored in a couple of days, leave earlier than scheduled. That should give us enough cover.”

      “We can’t leave early. Maybe a day or two, but no more than that.”

      “Why?”

      Zamaril’s cocky questioning, along with the throbbing headache and persistent nausea, were finally getting to him. “Because I bloody promised Azrilan I’d come on this trip in return for getting Tiercelin back. I can’t back out of the deal now by leaving early.”

      Zamaril froze. “You—”

      Shit. “Forget it.” Cuinn filled the words with enough song magic to dissuade Zamaril from asking any more questions. “And if you want my help you don’t mention that to anyone either.”

      “Yes, Your Highness,” Zamaril mumbled. “I’ll still get her out tonight, I’ll just have to—”

      “I don’t want to know.” Cuinn waved a hand. “Not about anything. The first night after we leave, just let me know where I need to collect her and make sure none of your pesky Wolves see me sneak off.”

      “Done.” Relief coloured Zamaril’s face. “Thank you, Your Highness.”

      “Thank me after we haven’t been caught.” He yawned widely. “And don’t think for a second I won’t throw you to the wolves if we do get caught, pun intended. Can I go back to bed now?”

      But Zamaril was already gone.
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      As the trip stretched on, Theac and Talyn had to work harder and harder to keep the Wolves in line.

      She managed their frustrations with increased combat training and horse-riding lessons, figuring she’d make them so sore and exhausted they’d have less energy for being rude to the Montagni. Lord Aranin provided them a drill yard for training, and when Talyn requested it, gave permission for them to leave the castle grounds for riding practice.

      Watched at all times by their friendly Montagni escorts, of course.

      By the end of their first week, her Wolves could ride comfortably at a full gallop. And as their comfort grew, so did their competitive natures. Talyn found it much easier to begin teaching them the basics of riding in formation.

      While noting Zamaril’s discreet movements when off duty, she didn’t speak to him directly about what she’d asked him to do. It would be safer to wait until they were back in Mithranar before discussing aloud anything he’d learned about Halun’s master and how much it might take to buy Halun’s freedom.

      She joined the majority of Cuinn’s guard shifts when not training the Wolves, and spoke to each talon immediately after the ones she couldn’t make. There were no more one-on-one meetings with the ahara—not even in public. They spoke to each other only when others were present.

      The ahara had delivered his message, it seemed, and had no further use for Cuinn.

      As for Cuinn, it was as if their argument never happened. He reverted back to treating her with his usual amused condescension, leaving her wondering if she’d imagined or exaggerated how upset he’d looked at the idea she might be a spy for the Twin Thrones.

      “You are a spy for the Twin Thrones.”

      “But not in the way he was implying. My uncle means no harm to Mithranar.”

      “Fortunately. Or you’d really be in a tight spot, wouldn’t you?”

      On the seventh day, some incident within the palace had the servants—paid and slave alike—pale and quiet. When Talyn passed Lord Aranin in the hall on the way to check on Tiercelin’s morning shift, he wore an expression of abject fear. She arrived outside Cuinn’s assigned quarters to find out that the ahara had cancelled all his social events for that day so that he could deal with an urgent matter.

      “Anything we need to be worried about?” Talyn asked her talon.

      Tiercelin shook his head. “Prince Cuinn says one of the slaves has run away. Apparently they take that sort of thing very seriously here.”

      Talyn kept what she thought about that to herself and flashed Tiercelin a smile. “A quiet day for you and your detail, then. I’ll see you in the mess tonight.”

      Just how seriously the ahara took a runaway slave was evident in the sudden increase in guards thronging the halls of the castle that day. At dinner with the Wolves in the mess that night, Zamaril confirmed Tiercelin’s information, confiding that he’d overheard the servants talking during a trip to the kitchens for a snack.

      “Poor Lord Aranin looked like a man going to the gallows when I saw him this morning,” she remarked. It was hard to find sympathy for the lord in charge of managing the castle’s slaves. “I’m surprised it was just one slave. If someone found a way out, I’d have thought more would try.”

      Zamaril had nothing to say to this, and she studied him. He was paying far too much attention to the food on his plate. Fortunately for him, Corrin chimed in before she could pursue what was going on.

      “They’re probably too scared,” the youngest Wolf said. “Halun told us the penalty for escape is death if they’re caught.”

      Talyn shook her head, returning to her food, not wanting to let on how furious that thought made her. She hoped the slave had gotten clean away.

      

      To Talyn’s great relief, Cuinn summoned her two days later to inform her that he’d grown bored with the entertainments Arataire had to offer and would leave two days earlier than planned. A flurry of exchanged messages with Azrilan—wherever he was—resulted in the prince of games confirming he wanted to stay a bit longer and that Cuinn and the friends who’d stayed with him in Arataire would be returning to the Summer Palace without him.

      She wasn’t entirely happy leaving Azrilan with only two details of Falcons given she was in overall command of his safety, but there wasn’t much a captain could do to gainsay a prince when he didn’t want to leave. She just hoped Windsong would see it that way.

      A division of Montagni cavalry—in Azrilan’s absence led by a much lower ranked officer—escorted them north towards the roads through the mountains and out to the causeway.

      Talyn’s relief at leaving Arataire was short-lived. If anything, keeping the Wolves in check grew even harder. Their patience worn down by two weeks of biting their tongues around any Montagni on the topic of slaves, they had little left to quietly endure the sidelong glances and undercurrent of contempt from the cavalry riders at the Wolves’ inexperience on horseback.

      It worsened to the point where Cuinn came to see her one morning as they were striking camp, about to head up into the mountains. She frowned at his approach, not missing the shadows under his eyes and the weariness in his sagging shoulders and drooping wings.

      “Everything okay, Your Highness? You look tired.” Her gaze roved over him. If she thought about it, he’d been looking like this for a while, but she’d just chalked it up to too much drinking and not enough sleep. But he seemed to drink and party constantly back at the citadel without looking so haggard.

      “What can I say?” He grinned, the smile dispelling his air of weariness in a blink. “Niya has been keeping me up late. Wouldn’t you, if you were her?”

      “I think I’ll refrain from answering that.”

      “Jealous?” he asked innocently.

      “Not the word I’d choose,” she said dryly. “Did you want to speak with me for a reason?”

      “Several of your Wolves are growing antsy enough to start throwing punches. The undoubted joys of a brawl between my guard and those shiny-plated monstrosities aside, it’s probably not something that would make either my mother or the ahara happy.”

      “I’ll talk to them.” She sighed. “Again.”

      “I’m not sure what’s bothering them so much. Sensitive, are they?” He grinned at the look that must have flashed over her face. “And there’s that anger I enjoy so much. I’ll see you later, Captain.”

      He was leaping into the air before she could retort—probably a good thing.

      “Theac!” she shouted, searching for her second. “Get the talons over here. Now!”

      He was closest and reached her first, scratching his head and looking confused about something. “Captain, I know I said I wouldn’t ask, but what have you got Zamaril doing that his detail needs to be on all the night shifts till we get back to the causeway?”

      “What?” she asked impatiently, having no clue what he was talking about. Leaving Theac to the rostering of shifts was something she did happily and had no desire to be bothered about.

      “He asked for every night shift,” Theac said.

      “I don’t know—”

      “Captain!” Corrin and Zamaril presented themselves together, Tiercelin drifting out of the sky behind them and Andres running up last.

      “Prince Cuinn tells me we’ve got Wolves about to start throwing punches,” she said. “So help me, if anyone from your details starts a fight, you’ll all be on privy cleaning duties for a month. It is your responsibility to keep them in line, so start demonstrating to me that you can do your jobs!”

      They took this stoically. Talyn felt bad for Andres, who had been stellar so far, but he was one of the talons. And they were a team. “Get out of here.”

      They saluted stiffly and dispersed, Theac included.

      Talyn gave in to her desire for her partner’s thoughts. “It’s like herding cats.”

      “You can’t blame them for how they feel about slaves.”

      “I don’t. That very feeling is why they’re Wolves, and why the Wolves are so special. But I can’t have a protective wing that isn’t disciplined enough to follow orders. Maybe it was too early to promote some of them.”

      “You had no choice. They’ll learn.”

      “I hope so.” She wished she could be as confident as Sari sounded.

      

      In the end, they managed to get through the mountains and reach the causeway without fraying tempers turning into fisticuffs. There, the cavalry commander offered Cuinn a formal farewell while Cuinn tried and failed not to look bored.

      And then they were free.

      The mood lifted almost the instant they were across the causeway and turning south on the coastal road through the Ice Plains. Despite several strong hints—followed by stronger and more specific requests—from Irial Swiftwing, Talyn didn’t stop at the first waystation they passed, instead riding on until darkness made it too difficult to keep going. Part of her was surprised Cuinn didn’t just order her to halt and make camp, but she was too tired and anxious to pursue that puzzle any further.

      She wanted to get the Wolves as far from Montagn as possible before they stopped.

      

      The sun shone pink over the bright white snow as it rose above the horizon the next morning—a picturesque sight—and the Wolves chatted cheerfully around their fires as they prepared breakfast.

      Talyn was saddling up her gelding with the intention of riding on ahead and scouting their path, when the flap of Cuinn’s tent opened.

      She froze in the midst of tightening the girth strap when a tattooed Montagni woman emerged. It was the same slave that she’d seen him talking to at the ahara’s dinner party. As quick as she appeared, the young woman was gently tugged back inside, the prince emerging instead and carefully drawing the tent flap closed behind him. It was so quick Talyn wasn’t totally sure she’d seen it.

      He hadn’t… had he?

      “I think he did.”

      “Of all the stupid…”

      Fury turned her rigid for a moment. Then she leapt into the saddle and kicked the gelding into a gallop towards the cluster of tents. Cuinn glanced up at her approach, surprise flashing on his striking features—no doubt her anger was strong enough to be detected from some distance away. His white wings flared a little as she reined to a halt inches from him.

      “What is she doing here?” she snapped.

      He lifted a single eyebrow, affecting both disinterest and mild confusion at the same time. It took every bit of self-control she had not to lean down and slap the expression off his face. “Who?”

      “The ahara’s slave,” Talyn hissed, glancing around to make sure nobody could hear her.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking—”

      “Save it!” she said. “I know what I saw.”

      “Fine.” Cuinn shrugged. “She took my fancy. I’ve offered her my protection.”

      “Your protection? The protection of what? Sixty Wolves against the entire Montagni army?”

      He looked around. “In case you hadn’t noticed, Captain, we’re back in Mithranar.”

      She stared at him, utterly confounded by his ignorance. But he wasn’t entirely ignorant—this was why he hadn’t argued with her the day before when she’d insisted on riding further south before stopping for the night. “You can’t be stupid enough not to understand how the ahara will respond to having one of his slaves stolen by a Mithranan prince?”

      “I think you’ll find that the ahara isn’t aware that his slave is with me, Captain.” He laughed softly. “I didn’t tell him I was taking her. If he’d known it was us, we wouldn’t have made it out of Montagn.”

      Talyn blinked, realisation setting in. “She’s the runaway?”

      He nodded.

      “You… what, you were hiding her in your quarters the whole time the castle was being searched top to bottom for her?” Her tone mixed equal parts incredulity and horror.

      Cuinn shrugged, demonstrating a complete disregard for the foolishly dangerous risk he’d taken. “Something like that. The ahara is too polite to search his guest’s quarters.”

      Her mouth tightened. “And what do you plan on doing with her once we’re back at the Summer Palace?”

      He shrugged. “No doubt I’ll be bored of her eventually. I’ll let her loose in Dock City.”

      “Oh boy,” Sari muttered.

      “You are risking your life and that of the Wolves devoted to protecting you.” She hissed the words, leaning down from the saddle to get right in his face. “Have you so quickly forgotten that night?”

      “No,” he said steadily, all humour and arrogance stripped from his features. “I remember that you took down more than twenty assassins single-handedly and lived with barely a scratch. I remember you and your Wolves saved my life that night. I remember everything about you and what you’ve done here in Mithranar, Captain Dynan, even if I do question your motives in being here.”

      She was speechless, utterly taken aback by his words and the sincerity he was throwing at her with his magic. All she could manage was a mumbled, “Then why would you do something as foolhardy as this?”

      His green eyes searched hers, something in there struggling to get out. His mouth opened, as if he was on the brink of saying whatever it was, but then his face clouded over with familiar arrogance and he stepped back. “I’m getting sick of your attitude with me, Captain. I don’t need to explain myself to you. We’re done here.”

      She stared at him, still unsettled, but his dismissal was clear. “You keep her in that tent and make sure nobody sees her. We’re not leaving from this spot until I work out what to do with her. Am I clear?”

      The bastard actually smiled, as if this was exactly what he’d wanted, for her to fix everything. “I don’t take orders from you, but that sounds reasonable to me.”

      “Risking my incorporeal head once again, I suspect he engineered this exact scene so that you’d solve the problem for him,” Sari said helpfully.

      Talyn yanked her horse around and galloped off with more force than necessary. Theac was waiting as she rode up and reined in, spraying him with snow. Zamaril was walking over too. Both men had clearly seen her confrontation with the prince.

      “What’s he done now?” Theac asked.

      “He’s got that slave woman in his tent—the runaway. Somehow he smuggled her out of Montagn.” She glanced back, voice mingling incredulity and frustration.

      Theac’s face turned dark as a thundercloud. “What do you want to do?”

      “Make sure all the Wolves are roused and armed. We’ll put a double guard on the camp from now on. I’ll ride back along the road and make sure we’re not being followed.”

      “Captain?” Zamaril cleared his throat as Theac strode away. The thief looked more deferential than she’d ever seen him.

      “What?” She turned on him.

      For a moment he wilted under the full force of her anger, then he swallowed. “I just… well, if you’d like, I can make sure the woman is taken care of once we get back to the Summer Palace. I’m sure the prince will get bored of her quickly. I can be discreet, so word doesn’t get around.”

      “Good,” she snapped. “You can start now. Find her a spare Wolves’ uniform and get her over with us before anyone in the prince’s retinue notices her, particularly Irial Swiftwing. Put her in your detail—your group is now following several miles behind for the remainder of the trip to make sure nobody comes after us. I don’t want to see sight nor sound of you or her till we’re back at the palace. The prince can have his toy back once we’re there. Your detail is to be sworn to silence. Questions?”

      “None, Captain.” He swallowed.

      Leaving him with that, she dug her heels in and rode north at a gallop.
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      Cuinn was exhausted by the time they returned to the Summer Palace, drained from the time in Arataire, physically exhausted from flying Halun’s niece all over the place, and utterly sick of Talyn’s anger with him—her goddamned stubbornness just wouldn’t let it go, and she had insisted he stay with the Wolves as they travelled down the coastal road rather than flying directly to the Summer Palace once they reached the northern edge of SkyReach.

      “The Wolves are tired after pulling double duty the last few days making sure we weren’t being chased by an army,” she said, voice so cold it cut right through him. “And I’m not letting you go flying around the mountains with only the exhausted winged Wolves for protection. You stay with all of us.”

      Her demand put him in a difficult position. To successfully win an argument with her in this mood, he’d have to display a hell of a lot more internal fortitude than Prince Cuinn was supposed to have. To threaten to whip her for insolence for giving him orders… well, he simply refused to do that. But in capitulating, he faced laughter and humiliation from Irial and his friends.

      “I think we can manage a few full-turns’ flight over the mountains without breaking a nail,” Irial teased, the others laughing themselves silly. “You go with your human safety blanket. We’ll see you back at the palace, friend.”

      Not even Niya had stayed with him. He’d been forced to lie to her before leaving Arataire, to tell her that while he’d like them to remain friends, he’d lost interest in having her in his bed. Though their arrangement had always been casual, she’d been stung, enough that she wasn’t willing to spend a full day hiking with a bunch of humans down the coastal road just for him.

      As usual, he was alone.

      By the time they arrived at the tunnel entrance leading to the caverns under the palace, he was seething, as furious at Talyn as she was at him, his darker doubts about her rising to the surface and only serving to feed his anger. He left the Wolves without warning, spreading his wings in relief and soaring up the mine shaft to the palace. Her voice sounded sharply behind him as she rapped out orders for Tiercelin and the others to follow him.

      It was a relief to reach his quarters, where a fire was lit and waiting for him, and just stand there in the wonderful silence.

      They’d made it back. And Halun’s niece had too.

      As angry at Talyn as he was, she’d solved the problem of bringing Halun’s niece with them rather neatly. Nobody in his retinue, including Irial, had any idea the slave was travelling with them. And the Wolves in Zamaril’s detail thought nothing different of him than they had before—that he was a lazy fool who liked pretty things in his bed.

      He’d just managed a bath and fresh clothes when Jessra Cloudwing—one of the two winged Wolves in Zamaril’s detail—arrived at his bedroom window, Halun’s niece clasped firmly in her arms. The young woman didn’t seem afraid. Her dark eyes looked around her with interest.

      “Nobody saw you?” he asked Jessra.

      “No, Your Highness. Talon Lightfinger made sure we arrived well after your main party.” A smiled quirked at her mouth. “Captain Dynan made sure we weren’t seen.”

      He frowned. Normally Talyn Dynan entranced him far more than was sensible, but right now he’d had his fill of her.

      When he didn’t reply, Jessra cleared her throat. “What would you like me to do with Evani, Your Highness?”

      Judging from Jessra’s emotions, she had no idea who the girl was. Zamaril had kept his word so far, it seemed. Not that Cuinn much enjoyed Jessra’s undercurrent of disappointment at what she thought Cuinn had done in smuggling Evani out of Mithranar.

      “I’ll send for her later,” he said. “Take her to the kitchens until then and make sure they know she’s to be fed and given warm clothes.”

      Jessra saluted without another word, gently ushering Evani out the door and away. They’d barely been gone a quarter-turn when another knock came at his door.

      “What is it?” he called irritably, hauling the door open. He just wanted to be left alone for a while. Was that too much to ask? He was a prince, for skies’ sake!

      Halun’s large frame stood there, both hands gripping the handle of a large wooden crate. The sight of Jasper curled up on a cushion inside the crate, filling the entire space, instantly took the edge off Cuinn’s foul mood. Still, for appearances, he heaved an irritated sigh. “I forgot you were looking after Jasper. How has he been?”

      Halun silently lifted his other arm. With the sleeves of his uniform rolled up to his elbows, several red scratches were visible along both forearms.

      “Thanks for looking after him.” Cuinn grinned. Evidence of his tawncat’s viciousness settled his bad mood even further.

      He stood back as Halun hefted the crate inside, placed it near the sofa, then returned to the door and lifted an enquiring eyebrow in Cuinn’s direction.

      “The rest of your lot are hiking up the tunnels, they’ll be here in a few full-turns.” Cuinn paused. “Zamaril’s going to drag you back up here as soon as he’s back. Don’t make a fuss and don’t question him on anything. Clear?”

      Halun frowned, but nodded, and then he was gone.

      Cuinn dropped onto his sofa with a sigh of relief, wings stretching out to either side. Jasper stirred, cracking a single green eye. The tawncat had grown even bigger in Cuinn’s absence—longer and bulkier with muscle. When he saw who it was, he woke, stretched sinuously, then leapt up to the couch and padded over to curl up in Cuinn’s lap.

      Before promptly going back to sleep.

      Cuinn smiled, rested his hand on the cat’s sleek fur, then leaned his head back and closed his eyes, warmth filling him from head to toe.

      Maybe he wasn’t so alone anymore.

      

      The scrape of an opening window woke him sometime later. He stirred, blinking, trying to orient himself. Boots thumped on the floor and he straightened. Jasper uncurled and leapt to the ground in a single, graceful movement, arching his back and digging his sharp claws into the carpet. A blood-curdling snarl ripped from his throat.

      Zamaril, dropping through the room’s window, came to an abrupt halt, casting a wary glance at the tawncat. “He’s grown again.”

      “He won’t bite. Probably.” Cuinn shrugged, standing, as Halun appeared in the open window behind Zamaril. “You made him climb up here?”

      “You made me promise nobody else would find out, Your Highness.”

      “Find out about what?” Halun was uncomfortable enough with the situation to speak. Neither man appeared willing to take a step closer to the tawncat. “Zamaril, why are we sneaking around without the captain knowing?”

      “He made me promise,” Zamaril repeated.

      Cuinn laughed. “You’re going to blame this on me? It was your plan, thief.”

      Heaving a sigh, he went to his door and opened it, flagging down one of the servants always hovering outside the royal quarters. “I need some entertainment. Fetch me the woman from the kitchens.”

      The Wolves standing guard on either side of the door said nothing, their gazes fixed on the approach to his quarters. He winked at one of them, then closed the door.

      “How much have you told him?” he asked Zamaril.

      The thief straightened his shoulders and faced Halun. “Captain Dynan told me your story. She said you gave her permission.”

      “I did.” Halun glanced between Zamaril and Cuinn, clearly uncertain why they were having this conversation in front of the prince of song.

      “She asked me to do some looking around while we were in Montagn—find your old master and try and get an idea of how much it might cost to buy your freedom.”

      “Oh, she did, did she?” Cuinn asked. His anger at her faded abruptly. Of course she had. She’d do anything for those men. “And who was going to pay for that?”

      Zamaril flicked him a glance. “I doubt she was going to involve you, Your Highness.”

      There was censure in that tone, nicely hidden, but there nonetheless. It amused him. “Goodness, Zamaril, I can’t believe she lets you loose near me.”

      “Zamaril.” Halun’s voice drew both their attention. “You didn’t need to—”

      The thief waved a hand. “I did as the captain asked, but I found more than I bargained for.”

      The big man frowned and opened his mouth, but a knock at the door stopped him. Cuinn struggled to maintain his faked annoyance and disinterest as he crossed to it and opened, waving in the young woman waiting outside and slamming the door before the Wolves on guard could see inside.

      “Uncle!” Evani froze, eyes widening in stunned surprise.

      “Evani?” The big man’s entire face changed, almost crumpling, one hand lifting to his mouth. In the next second Evani was flying across the room and throwing herself into his burly arms.

      “I thought you were dead,” Halun whispered, holding her tight to him. “I thought you were dead.”

      “That’s what I found out,” Zamaril said dryly. “And when I learned where she was, well… I wasn’t leaving Montagn without her.”

      “At which point he roped me into his scheme,” Cuinn said. His heart ached at the sight of the silent tears streaming down Halun’s face and Evani’s sobs of relief, but he summoned irritation to his face. “I’m exhausted. Zamaril, can you make sure she’s looked after without anyone finding out who she is? And make sure Halun is apprised of our deal.”

      “I will,” the thief promised, then hesitated. “Thank you, Your Highness.”

      “If you really want to thank me, you’ll leave me alone so I can get some sleep.”

      He watched Halun and Evani, without making it obvious, as they returned to the window. The big man’s gaze refused to leave his niece, filled with delight and love and a relief so profound it made Cuinn smile.

      Zamaril clambered out after them, glancing back at Cuinn unexpectedly, not giving him time to wipe the expression from his face. The thief’s look turned puzzled, then calculating. Then he was gone, vanished from the windowsill.

      All Cuinn’s joy faded.

      He was getting sloppy. For the first time in his life, cracks were beginning to appear in the flawless pretence he showed the world. And he couldn’t blame it all on fatigue, or stress.

      The Shadowhawk inside him was pushing, yearning to get out, to stop hiding.

      And it was growing harder and harder to hold him back. Because the truth was, he wasn’t sure he wanted to anymore.
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      Two days after arriving back at the Summer Palace, Talyn leapt at the opportunity to accompany Theac and Corrin on an exploratory trip down to Darmour. Her restlessness was turning into an almost physical itch that made her unable to sit still. A hike down the mountain seemed like the perfect distraction.

      She could endure the arrogance and pettiness of the winged folk back in the citadel, when she could ignore it and focus on her work, when she could feel like she was doing something. But here she was doing nothing, nothing that could distract her from missing her father with an ache that hadn’t yet abated, or from her anger towards the Shadowhawk. It was always there, simmering under the sadness over her father and the always-ache of missing Sari.

      Someone had tried to kill her mother, a Dumnorix. They’d succeeded in killing her father, and Talyn had comforted herself with the fact that by going back to Mithranar to investigate Vengeance she was doing her part for the Twin Thrones. That need was always there in her core, turning from faint itch to nagging anxiousness when she didn’t feel like she was fulfilling it.

      Sometimes being a Dumnorix—with whatever odd combination of magic they had running through their veins—was an exhausting thing.

      She wondered how Cuinn managed it. Maybe the answer was in his winged folk magic. Maybe that was enough to subdue his Dumnorix tendencies. Or maybe he simply didn’t have them. After all, she had never felt that instinctual bond of family she felt with all her other relatives back home.

      The prince of song.

      Her anger at him surged at the thought of what he’d done, the danger he’d placed her and her Wolves in.

      But then again… that confrontation, his passionate declaration of appreciation for what she’d done. How genuine he’d appeared to be when she’d returned from her father’s funeral and it had just been the two of them without anyone watching. There was a dissonance that muddled her when she thought back on those instances.

      A niggle of doubt wormed at the back of her mind. There was more to Cuinn, and instinct was beginning to nag at her.

      Sari roused. “What do you think it is?”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe nothing. Any thoughts?”

      “There’s something there. And he hides it well but he wants you here, Tal. He wants you here badly.”

      “You really think so?” she said, her tone sceptical. “I haven’t seen any evidence he sees anything beyond himself. Look at that slave—he risked all of us just to get her in his bed.”

      “Maybe.”

      A loud whistle from Corrin caught her attention, and Sari faded away. He and Theac had stopped on the trail just ahead of her, and were staring up at where a cluster of winged folk were skimming down a nearby mountainside.

      Sport for the winged folk in the SkyReach turned out to be strapping a board to their feet and then using it to skim down the precipitous, snow-covered slopes. Talyn hadn’t ever even imagined such a thing, but the winged folk, with their wings for balance, looked just as graceful and wonderful skimming as they did flying.

      “You really should try it,” Corrin said eagerly, looking at both Theac and Talyn. The human Wolves had been coaxed by their winged comrades into learning, and now many of them could be found out on the slopes whenever they weren’t on shift or in training.

      “Not on your life, kid,” Theac barked, and began heading back along the trail.

      Talyn smothered a smile and followed.

      

      It took them two full-turns to reach the town, and Talyn cast a wary eye at the weather—they’d need to make sure they left well before night fell. Climbing back up the mountain in the dark wouldn’t be much fun… or safe.

      Corrin chatted happily, Theac and Talyn content to simply listen and chime in occasionally, as they wandered along the bustling Darmour harbour. She bought them all bread rolls filled with steaming, freshly-grilled fish for lunch—so delicious they went back for seconds. Once they’d had their fill of the bustling harbourside, they stopped at an inn one of the Wolves in Corrin’s detail had recommended.

      There they ordered hot cider and shrugged off cloaks and gloves. Warmth soaked into Talyn’s skin and she sighed in contentment, stretching her legs out under the table.

      “I’d like to come back here sometime, see more of the place,” Theac admitted. “It’s stark and grey, but there’s something lovely about it nonetheless.”

      “That cider is turning you into quite the poet, Theac,” Corrin said with a little smile.

      “You do get assigned leave each year,” Talyn said. “Maybe you should use yours to visit. Take a holiday.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever done that, Captain.” Theac looked startled.

      “Holidays are a concept we don’t really have in Dock City,” Corrin said quietly.

      “You’ll learn fast,” Talyn promised. “Now, I wanted to ask. Is everything all right with Halun? He’s been quieter than usual, if that’s possible.” It wasn’t anything overly marked, but she’d noticed it nonetheless.

      “I’ve noticed it too,” Corrin said. “But I don’t think anything is wrong. He seems happy, actually, though he still doesn’t talk much.”

      “Will you let me know if either of you grow concerned?”

      He blinked in surprise. “Of course, Captain. We look after each other always.”

      “Good.”

      Theac drained the glass of cider. “Reckon we have time for another?”

      Talyn glanced towards the inn’s window—it was impossible to tell how late it had gotten through the frosted glass, but she was warm and comfortable and the cider was delicious. “Why not?”

      Theac rose to get the drinks, insisting it was his turn to buy, and Talyn relaxed further back in her chair.

      “I’m sorry for my behaviour in Arataire, Captain.” Corrin spoke unexpectedly, lifting his gaze to hers. “Halun is my brother, and it was hard… more than hard, to see those slaves and just accept it. But you were right. I need to learn how to be a leader, and that means swallowing what I feel sometimes to do what’s best for my detail.”

      Talyn took a breath. She couldn’t let him off the hook for this, even though she wanted to. “I won’t stand for it happening again, Corrin. I need to be confident that my talons will carry out my orders, and that they have the ability to ensure their warriors follow those orders too. I was disappointed in you.”

      A flush spread over his cheeks but his gaze didn’t waver from hers. “Understood. I have learned my lesson. It won’t happen again.”

      “I hope not.” She softened her voice.

      Theac, who had presumably been hovering at a discreet distance to allow this conversation to happen, now reappeared, thumping three glasses on the table. She gave him a quick smile—he was a natural second, and she sometimes thought that of all the men she’d plucked from the Dock City cells that day, he was the most important of the lot.

      It took a moment before she realised both men had fallen silent. A pensive look filled Theac’s grizzled features, while Corrin kept throwing him pointed looks, a smile tugging at his mouth.

      She eventually turned to Theac when he remained silent. “Is something wrong?”

      He cleared his throat. “No. I ah… I wanted to raise something with you, Captain, just get your opinion.”

      She glanced between both of them, a smile of her own wanting to get out. “So your invitation for me to join you today wasn’t just an idle idea, I take it?” She let the smile out. “Get my opinion on what, Theac?”

      “What would you think if I was to get married?”

      It took her a long moment to be sure he’d actually spoken the words her ears had heard being spoken. In that time, Theac’s scowl grew steadily deeper. Eventually she managed, “Married? To who?”

      “It's something we haven’t discussed, that’s all,” he said uncomfortably. “Do you accept those under your command being married, or would you prefer if we remained single while we served in the wing?”

      “Seriously? I haven’t really thought about it.” A slow grin spread over her face, partially inspired by Sari’s sudden cackle of delighted laughter in her head. She looked at Corrin, back at Theac. “It’s Corrin’s mother, Errana, isn’t it?”

      Theac flushed a deep red, but nodded.

      “What is the WingGuard policy on Falcons being married?” She’d never thought to find out.

      “I don’t think there is one, Captain,” Corrin said. “Some of them are married, and most have lovers or partners of some description.”

      “Then as long as it doesn’t interfere with your duties, I don’t have a problem with it,” Talyn said. “I’ll run it by Windsong. Prince Cuinn too—just as soon as I reach the point where I don’t have to fight the urge to throttle him when we’re in the same room. When are you planning the wedding?”

      “Nothing is settled. I wanted to speak with you first. It’ll be several months away, at least,” Theac said gruffly.

      “Congratulations, Theac.” Talyn clapped him on the back. “I’m really happy for you.”

      “Thank you,” he muttered, looking everywhere but at her.

      She smiled at his discomfort and picked up her glass to take a sip. “How do weddings work here?”

      “The mayor—or one of his official delegates—signs a bit of parchment, says some words.” Theac muttered, clearly not thrilled at the prospect. “The couple swear oaths of loyalty and whatnot. People watch. Then there’s a party after.”

      That didn’t sound dissimilar to Twin Thrones marriages of non-nobility. She was about to ask how the winged folk did it when her habitual scan of their surroundings caught a flash of copper. She froze, gaze zeroing in on a hooded figure at the back of the inn. He turned towards her, revealing a glimpse of the copper mask he wore, and then he spun and moved away.

      Talyn leapt to her feet, dropping the glass and sprinting for the back door.

      It took precious seconds to weave through the crowded inn, and by the time she reached the space where the masked man had been standing, he was gone. The back door of the inn was just clicking shut.

      Swearing under her breath, she pushed through the door and burst out into a narrow alley. A strong waft of urine and rotting fish slammed into her senses, but she barely noticed, gaze searching until it landed on a running figure turning the corner at the end of the alley to her right. She broke into a flat-out sprint after him.

      Bootsteps pounded behind her. Corrin, as he raced after her down the alley. She didn’t question where Theac was. She didn’t need to.

      Late afternoon was settling over the city—they’d been too long in the inn—and the streets were busy. Keeping her gaze focused on her quarry, Talyn weaved as swiftly as she could through the crowd. It slowed her enough that she couldn’t close the distance until her quarry moved out of the busier parts of town and headed north. A flash of his face as he turned a corner showed pale skin—he’d taken the mask off.

      Too late. She’d already marked the rhythm of his movements, his height and size. As long as she stayed close enough, he wasn’t going to lose her by shedding the mask.

      Adrenalin pumping, she revelled in the bunching of the muscles in her legs, the rasp of breath in her chest, the sweat that broke out on her skin despite the icy air. The restlessness of days past vanished as new life swept through her.

      The daggers at her back were a welcome weight, her hands never far from a hilt. Corrin kept pace without apparent difficulty, proving capable of keeping up with a Callanan warrior in full flight.

      Their quarry ducked down an empty alley and Talyn began closing the distance. He was heading straight for a wooden gate dividing the alley from whatever was beyond it, his strides lengthening in a way that told her he was going to leap up and clamber over.

      Something hissed past her ear, and then two of Corrin’s knives thudded into the wood by the man’s head just as he jumped up and gripped the top of the gate. One was so close it caught the material of his hood, the tearing of the cloth audible.

      He froze mid-movement.

      Talyn was there two strides later, slamming him forward into the gate with her body and placing her dagger at his neck.

      “Check him for weapons!” she told Corrin.

      The Wolf already had another knife in hand, but sheathed it with a nod and quickly patted the hooded man down. Once Corrin stepped back, she yanked the hood back from their quarry’s face and spun him around.

      “Shit.” She withdrew her dagger. A young man faced her, panting and sweaty. He looked younger than Corrin. Terror contorted his face, flashed in his eyes.

      And Corrin hadn’t found a mask while patting him down.

      “Who are you?” she demanded.

      He swallowed, glancing fearfully between her and Corrin. “I’m nobody. I didn’t do anything, I swear.”

      “Then why did you run from us?”

      “A woman paid me to. She said she’d give me a gold piece if I started running when I saw you come out of the back of the inn.”

      “She give you this, too?” Talyn gestured to the cloak.

      He nodded.

      “Who was this woman? Describe her to me.”

      “I don’t know. Tall, I… I think. Brown skin, but not…” He swallowed. “Not dark brown. I couldn’t see much of her face.” He was still sweating. “I’ve never seen her before.”

      Talyn stepped away and sheathed her dagger. “Get out of here.”

      He ran before the words were even out of her mouth. Corrin went to retrieve his knives from the gate. “What’s going on, Captain?”

      “Someone from Vengeance was at the inn.” She was already backing away. “But they were toying with us. Come on, we need to get back.”

      

      She and Corrin arrived at the inn to find several City Patrolmen combing the area and Theac standing out the front with a man she presumed was the watch officer.

      “You catch him?” Theac asked.

      She shook her head, angry at herself. “We chased a decoy. Some kid paid to run away from us.”

      “I suspected as much. The moment you started running, I came out the front and circled the block. Spotted you both take off after some kid in a cloak.” Theac rubbed his jaw. “But there was another fella across the street there. Seemed real interested in what was happening.”

      “You went after him?”

      “Yeah, he was too fast for me though. I roused the local Patrol—told them we spotted some criminals we knew from Dock City. They’re doing a block by block search, but I doubt they’ll find anything.”

      “There was a Vengeance member inside the inn.” She swore again, kicking at the road with her boot. “Goddam bastards were toying with me.”

      “Letting you know they were here?” Corrin said. “Why?”

      “I’d really like to know the answer to that.” She looked up at the darkening sky. “Come on, we’d best get going before night falls.”

      “I don’t like it, Tal. Why bother to mess with you? What could they possibly gain from it?”

      “I don’t think I want to know.” Talyn wished her partner was there with her, as more than just a voice in her head, so they could figure it out together. She had a feeling she wasn’t going to be able to do it alone. “There’s something I’m missing. Vengeance surely didn’t come all the way up north just to pull a prank on me. So they must have a presence here already.”

      “Or they’re planning something else in or near Darmour and took the opportunity to taunt you.”

      Shit. That was a definite possibility. And something told her that if Vengeance were planning something in Darmour, it wasn’t the murder of a human taking bribes from the winged folk.

      “You need to speak to the Shadowhawk,” Sari said.

      Talyn didn’t deny it. The problem was, she couldn’t trust anything he said until she worked out exactly who and what he was. Not to mention he was miles to the south in Dock City.

      “I have an idea.”

      “Please, share. I’m all out,” Talyn said dryly.

      “We know enough about Vengeance from what they’ve been able to accomplish so far to assume they’re a well-resourced group, right? They have manpower, enough coin to buy niever-flyers, and access to weapons.”

      “Right.”

      “And Halun said there’s an underground network in Montagn that helps slaves escape—he said they bring them into Mithranar. A group operating on that scale… surely they’d have to at least be aware of Vengeance, right, especially if the First Blade is right about Vengeance being into slaving as well as weapons?”

      “It’s a safe assumption to make.” Talyn considered. “Criminal networks big enough to span countries would inevitably stumble across each other now and then.”

      “So get Halun to take you to one of the people that smuggled him into Mithranar. See what they can tell you.”

      Talyn brightened. “That is an excellent idea.” Her shoulders sagged. “Except I can’t do that till I’m back in Dock City either.”

      “Stupid winged folk and their stupid sports,” Sari muttered.

      “It also doesn’t help me with working out why they’re up here now.” A chill ran down her spine. “But Sari…”

      “I know,” she whispered. “I can feel it too. Whatever it is, it’s not good.”
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      Cuinn stood at the railing of the balcony outside Irial and Annae’s rooms. Bitterly cold air whipped around him, but he was willing to brave it for the opportunity to temporarily escape his friends inside, so he stood wrapped in his wings, shoulders hunched for extra warmth.

      Movement at the edges of the palace grounds—all well-lit at night—snagged his attention, his interest increasing when he recognised Talyn, Theac and Corrin. All three seemed weary, like they’d just come back from a long hike. But there was something else… Talyn was annoyed about something, but energised too. Theac was scowling, a deeper scowl than usual. Corrin seemed wary.

      Something had happened down in Darmour.

      Not for the first time he cursed the fact that it was impossible to talk to Talyn as the Shadowhawk while they were at the SkyReach. The familiar itch to do something rose up fiercely and he hopped from foot to foot. Maybe he could talk to her—tell her he was making a regular trip to Darmour and decided to take the opportunity to check in with her.

      But no. He couldn’t approach her at the palace—the Shadowhawk would have no reason to be up here—and trying to meet with her in the brief occasions she visited Darmour would be logistically almost impossible.

      “Hello, Brother.”

      Cuinn spun, so caught up in his thoughts his song magic hadn’t picked up Azrilan’s arrival on the balcony. “Az! You’re back.”

      Azrilan grimaced. “What are you doing out here? It’s freezing.”

      Despite the look, Azrilan was in a cheerful mood, his contentment reaching Cuinn like a warm caress. He was always like this after spending time with his Montagni family. It must be a wonderful escape for him from the constant pressure of having an older brother who might decide at any time he was a threat that needed taking care of.

      “The air is so crisp and clean.” Cuinn sucked in a deep breath for effect, and Azrilan gave a little shrug before coming to lean on the railing beside him. His dark eyes caught sight of the Wolves below—they’d almost reached the huts they were barracked in—but he dismissed them with a glance and turned to Cuinn.

      “Do you think Mother will ever re-instate the Ciantar family and position?”

      Stunned, Cuinn turned to Azrilan without needing to fake any of his surprise—where had that question come from? “What makes you ask that? She killed them all, Az.” Killed them all for supporting the previous Shadowhawk, no less.

      “Come on. You’ve heard the rumours that Trystaan survived,” Azrilan said quietly.

      Cuinn gave his brother a look. “If Trystaan Ciantar survived, I think somebody would have noticed a winged man with that family colouring wandering about the place. He’s long dead.”

      “You’re probably right. It seems impossible Mother would have let the Ciantar’s heir get away, even if he did escape the initial arrests.”

      “He did? How much do you know about that, anyway?” Cuinn was genuinely interested, not least in why Azrilan was bringing this up now, and he figured it wasn’t overly odd to show that interest. “Mother always refused to talk about it. I stopped asking a long time ago.”

      “Same, but Mithanis knows all about it. He said some things once when he’d had more wine than usual.” Azrilan sounded contemplative. “The Ciantar family had a seat on Queencouncil. Nobody has forgotten that, you know. There has to be a second cousin or two out there, surely?”

      “Only a relative with the Ciantar colouring would be accepted, and if you think Mithanis or our mother has left any of those alive, you’re not as smart as I gave you credit for.” Cuinn frowned at him, lowering his voice. “Why bring this up? Are you hoping for some sort of counter to Mithanis’s authority over the Queencouncil?”

      Azrilan barked a laugh. “I’d never be that stupid. You’re right, Mithanis would murder any Ciantar that dared to claim that Queencouncil seat back.”

      Cuinn wanted to probe further—was Azrilan becoming increasingly concerned about Mithanis for some reason?—but he couldn’t afford to. Azrilan was a song mage too. So instead he laughed. “You’re not making any sense. You’re drunk, aren’t you?”

      “Seriously, Cuinn,” Azrilan insisted, looking unusually pensive. “Ravinire is useless, we both know it. He’s loyal to our mother but won’t say a word against Mithanis. I know you don’t like to involve yourself in all of this, but I’ve been thinking. It might be useful to have a strong leader for our army one day. To have a Ciantar back in charge.”

      “Did something happen in Montagn?” he dared to ask, thinking back to his mysterious conversation with the ahara. Had Talyn been right that he’d been making a veiled threat? No, his song magic would have picked it up. When he’d dutifully passed the message to his mother, she’d dismissed it with a sigh and wave of her hand. His song magic had told him she was far more focused on soothing her unsettled Queencouncil and court than entertaining unfounded suspicions of the Montagni ahara.

      “No, but Montagn isn’t the only powerful kingdom in our world.” Azrilan’s dark eyes met his. “Are they?”

      His brother’s eyes begged for a serious conversation, a sharing of responsibility, but that wasn’t Cuinn. So instead of reaching out to accept the meaningful sharing his brother offered, he rolled his eyes. “I don’t involve myself in global politics for good reason. It’s boring.”

      Azrilan opened his mouth to respond, but both men stepped quickly backwards as a dark shape dropped from the roof to land on the balcony railing.

      “It’s just Jasper,” Cuinn said, relaxing. He stepped towards the cat, reaching out to slowly run a hand over his soft fur. He’d started getting out recently, and Cuinn still hadn’t worked out how. The way the tawncat looked at him sometimes… he was starting to suspect there were some grounds to all those rumours about forest creatures possessing an uncanny intelligence.

      For his part, Jasper ignored Cuinn’s stroking and stared at Azrilan, a soft snarl emerging from his mouth.

      “He doesn’t like you,” Cuinn said cheerfully.

      “Who does?” Azrilan gave a mournful sigh.

      “I do sometimes.” Cuinn grinned. “It’s freezing out here. I know you wanted to talk about the Ciantar family and potential enemies invading next week, but why don’t you come inside and have a drink with me instead?”

      “I can’t.” Azrilan didn’t seem bothered by Cuinn brushing off his concerns. He presumably didn’t expect anything different from him. “I need to see Mithanis, let him know I’m back. I dropped by his quarters before but he was in some meeting and left word with his Falcons he wasn’t to be disturbed.”

      “Meeting with who?” Cuinn plastered fake interest on his face to cover his true interest.

      “I don’t dare ask. I learn something I’m not supposed to and I’m liable to end up hanging from a noose outside your bedroom window,” Azrilan said.

      Cuinn stiffened, shock and anger rippling across his face before he could stop it. Azrilan winced, remorse quickly appearing in his eyes. “Cuinn, I’m sorry, I—”

      “Go and see our brother, Az.” Cuinn brushed his apologies off and pushed open the door into the rooms beyond. A human servant carrying a platter of drinks was just passing by, and he grabbed two glasses, downing them as he moved through the room to where a group of musicians were playing quietly. He didn’t look back to see whether Azrilan had left or not.

      Maybe he’d play for a little while. If that didn’t work to distract him, he’d find Irial to drink with.

      He certainly wasn’t going to allow himself to think of Raya. He’d locked those memories up and buried them away many years ago. And there they would stay.
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      Talyn eventually relented and allowed the Wolves to teach her how to skim. After initial struggles with learning the technique and balance required, she quickly grew to love it. Most of the Wolves spent their free time skimming, and Talyn began joining them in the late afternoons after training finished.

      She and Theac had been down to Darmour twice more in the almost two weeks since her sighting of the man in the copper mask, but they’d seen no trace of Vengeance. Her talons had been down too and reported the same. Zamaril informed her that Renshaw remained absent from the harbour city.

      “Why show themselves once then disappear?”

      “To put you on edge?”

      “It’s more than that, Sari. I just don’t have enough pieces of the puzzle to solve it.”

      And that wasn’t the only thing leaving her with a lingering sense of unease. Her confrontation with Cuinn out on the Ice Plains continued to niggle at her—the sincerity and regard he’d shown, that hadn’t been faked, she was certain of it. Added to his sudden and unexpected ire after his meeting with the ahara… he’d truly been worried she might be a spy.

      “Something wrong, Captain?” Tiercelin’s musical voice broke her from her thoughts.

      They’d been ambling along in companionable silence, skimming boards tucked under their arms as they headed for the slopes. Both were weary after a rigorous training session earlier and were in no hurry.

      “No,” she said absently, then, “Tell me more about Prince Cuinn.”

      He started in surprise, but she waited patiently until he realised she was serious. As a young noble of similar age, maybe Tiercelin could tell her more about what he’d been like before she knew him. “What about him?”

      “What was he like when he was younger? Did you have much to do with him?”

      “A little.” Tiercelin cocked his head, thinking back. “We were tutored together for a time, though he’s closer in age to my older brother and they used to be friends. He was a difficult child, I think. His father was never around—to this day nobody knows who he was—and my mother used to talk about what an impossible baby he’d been compared to my siblings and I. He could never be settled, was always grizzling. From what I gather the queen mostly left him to nursemaids after losing patience.”

      “That’s interesting,” she said, unable to stop a twinge of sympathy for the miserable toddler Cuinn must have been. The Dumnorix blood running through her family’s veins came with a price. Dumnorix children didn’t do well without a parent or relative of the same blood raising them. Cuinn must have had an awful time. “And not surprising.”

      “What do you mean?” Tiercelin asked.

      “Nothing.” She waved a hand, then told him a partial truth. “I was supposedly a precocious child too, hard to control and impossible to calm without my mother around.”

      A grin tugged at Tiercelin’s mouth. “You must have been fun to parent.”

      “Like I said, Mama could always soothe me.” She laughed. “Plus, my father used to…”

      “What?”

      Sing to me. The words were there, on the tip of her tongue, memory rushing back in a flash. He’d sung to her every time she’d been upset—was it his magic that had calmed her? It must have been.

      “He sang to you, didn’t he?” Tiercelin was no fool. “Captain—”

      “I don’t want to discuss it.”

      “Neither do I,” Tiercelin said pointedly, cutting her off and astonishing her in the process. “And I don’t think you should talk about your father at all here in Mithranar.”

      “For any particular reason?” She lifted an eyebrow.

      “I just don’t think it’s a good idea.”

      She paused—there was something there to pursue, she could see it lurking in his eyes, but she put it aside for later. Thinking about her father still hurt too much to want to actively talk about him, and besides, this conversation was aimed at learning more of Cuinn. “Tell me more about the prince of song.”

      He seemed relieved to change the topic back to Cuinn. “He was powerful magically, more powerful than anyone had seen before.” Tiercelin frowned. “Now that I think of it, he was serious as a boy, brooding almost. And smart too. My brother would always complain about being trounced in all their lessons.”

      “Tiercelin.” She stopped dead in the snow, and he followed suit, the frown on his face deepening.

      “Right. That sounds nothing like what he is now.”

      “When did it change?”

      “When he got older I guess, maybe around the time he...” Tiercelin trailed off.

      “He what?”

      “He was betrothed young. A childhood friend.” Tiercelin’s eyes narrowed as he cast back through his memory. “She was Ausul Goldfeather’s eldest daughter—Raya. She killed herself, hung herself from a tree before they were married.”

      Her breath hissed out, eyes going wide. How had she not known this? A Dumnorix raised without a parent, and suffering that sort of trauma as a youth…

      “Captain!”

      The shout jolted both of them, breaking the uneasy silence that had descended. She turned to see Zamaril trudging towards them from the top of the skimming run.

      “Is something wrong?” he asked.

      “Not at all.” She shook off her disquiet and the three of them walked on together. Tiercelin kept shooting her looks, which she ignored.

      “I think we could start practising aerial stunts soon,” Andres was saying as they joined the other Wolves.

      Talyn snorted. “You can start doing that if you like. I’m only just managing to get to the bottom of these hills without falling on my ass.”

      Zamaril smirked. “Andres, you almost board into a tree every time we go down. I can just imagine you attempting an aerial loop and landing stuck in the branches of one.”

      “I think I could try aerial manoeuvres,” Tiercelin said with a hint of his old winged folk arrogance. “This is getting rather easy for me.”

      “Skimming doesn’t require as much skill and balance if you’re winged, Talon Stormflight.” Lyra chuckled. “Maybe we winged folk should try skimming with our wings bound securely so we can’t use them.”

      “Nature gave us these wings, Lyra, there’s no reason why we should do anything as silly as that,” Tiercelin said loftily. “How about a race? First one down gets to sleep in tomorrow? Captain?”

      She shrugged. “That’s fine with me. When I win though, you all still have to get up for training.”

      There was a fantastic view from the top of the hill. Dusk was the nicest time to be at the top of their run. People would begin lighting the lanterns inside their homes and along the streets of Darmour far below. The inns would light up too, the town casting a pretty glow throughout the foothills and up the slopes.

      “Ready?” Zamaril called.

      Talyn finished strapping her board to her feet and positioned herself on the edge with the others. There were over twenty of them up on the slopes this afternoon. It was going to be a crowded race, and she winced at the thought of them careening into trees or each other.

      A sudden shuddering of the ground stopped Zamaril as he was about to shout for the start. Everyone straightened in surprise. The ground shuddered again, more forcefully this time.

      “What’s—” Tiercelin started to ask, but his words were drowned out by a loud thudding that seemed to come from underneath their very feet. Another followed on its heels, the sound muffled, distant. Then a third.

      The ground began to shake violently. Tiercelin and Lyra spread their wings and leapt into the air. The shuddering increased in force, accompanied by a bone-shaking rumbling that grew louder and lasted for what felt like several minutes, but was probably only one or two.

      Then suddenly it all stopped.

      The ground went still under them, and an eerie silence filled the evening air.

      Talyn reached for the straps on her board. “Everyone un-strap your boards and get on your feet.”

      The Wolves made the transition from friends enjoying themselves to trained warriors in an instant. Within moments they had their boards unstrapped and were lined up before her.

      “Anyone have any idea what that was?” she asked.

      They shook their heads. She hadn’t expected the humans to know. They’d all been born and raised in Dock City. But the winged folk looked uncertain too.

      “Could be an avalanche, Captain,” Tiercelin said in concern. “I haven’t experienced one before, but they’re a semi-regular occurrence in the SkyReach.”

      “He’s right. We’ve seen it before in the Ayrlemyre.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I was thinking too. I hope I’m wrong.” She frowned. Something about it had been different, though, she just couldn’t put her finger on what it was. Maybe it was just that she was in an unfamiliar location.

      “Back to the barracks,” she said crisply. “I want to make sure everybody is accounted for and that the prince is safe. Go straight to the mess hut and don’t leave until I give the order. Tiercelin, do a flying sweep of the other skimming runs, make sure nobody is still out here.”

      They followed her at a jog through the woods and towards the cluster of huts that made up their barracks. Theac walked out to meet them as Talyn and the Wolves jogged into sight. She sent the Wolves on into the mess and stopped to talk to him.

      “I was just coming to get you,” Theac said. “Did you feel that?”

      She nodded. “Was it an avalanche?”

      “That’s my guess. I don’t know where, but I think we should find out. Prince Cuinn is safe. Corrin’s detail is on shift and he sent Roalin to let us know the prince is alone in his rooms right now, but will be joining his family for dinner later this evening.”

      “Good.” That was her first priority sorted. “I want to do a headcount of the Wolves immediately to make sure everybody is safe. I’ve sent those who were with me into the mess. We’ll split up and gather all the others. Was anyone headed down into Darmour today?”

      “No,” he said. “They have orders to check in with me before leaving the palace. Nobody has today.”

      A shiver of relief went through her. She’d been growing increasingly anxious someone might have been caught making the journey to or from the town. “Right. Let’s get to it.”

      She and Theac separated to comb the Wolves’ huts. Talyn went through the sleeping quarters, going into each of the dormitories and sending everyone she found straight to the mess.

      Within a quarter-turn, fifty Wolves were crammed into the mess hut. Excited chatter and noise filled the room until Talyn strode in and made a sharp gesture for silence. They quieted instantly, and her talons came to stand beside her at the top of the room.

      “We’re not exactly sure what has happened yet, but we think it might be an avalanche. I want to make sure everybody is accounted for, so we’re going to do a head count. Please sort yourselves into your details and do it quickly and quietly.”

      The count was carried out, and when they’d confirmed all Wolves were safe and accounted for, she beckoned Tiercelin over.

      “Fly up to Corrin,” she said in an undertone. “See if Prince Cuinn’s been told what happened. If not, go and see Flight-Leader Windsong. Come back as quickly as you can.”

      While they waited for Tiercelin to return, Talyn asked the Wolves to stay in the mess and get a start on their dinner. Her wing seemed calm and unconcerned as they dove into beef stew and bread.

      Despite her worry, Talyn ate every mouthful, hungry from a long day training. She kept her gaze on the doorway the entire time, so the moment Tiercelin appeared and waved her outside, she rose and went to him. Her talons silently followed.

      “What is it?” she asked, before her gaze fell on Corrin, standing behind Tiercelin. “Who’s in charge of Prince Cuinn’s detail?” she snapped.

      “Ash and Ehdra.” Corrin straightened his shoulders in anticipation of Talyn’s angry response. “Prince Cuinn’s direct orders, Captain. He wanted me to come back with Tiercelin.”

      “Why?” She still didn’t like it, and her voice came out more sharply than intended.

      Tiercelin shivered slightly. As darkness fell, so did the temperature. “Official word is that nothing’s happened. But Prince Cuinn sent Corrin to go and find out what happened from Flight-Leader Windsong. A Falcon patrol came back with news that there’s been a pretty severe avalanche about three miles down the mountain from here. Rocks, snow and other debris have fallen across the eastern edge of Darmour. Local villages are putting together a rescue effort, but it’s getting dark and there are potentially a lot of people trapped under the rubble.”

      “There’s a full flight of Falcons barracked up here—that’s over two hundred and fifty soldiers,” Theac said as he vigorously rubbed his hands together for warmth. “Can Windsong send some of them down to help clear the rubble?”

      Corrin shook his head. “The flight-leader told me he asked the question but Prince Mithanis refused on the grounds it’s too dangerous to have trained warriors out in the dark at the base of a recent avalanche. A secondary fall is a definite possibility.”

      “What about us?” Andres asked immediately.

      A smile ghosted across Tiercelin’s dark face. “Prince Cuinn was clear that except for his current detail, the rest of the Wolves are off duty and free to do whatever we’d like in our free time.”

      “Flight-leader Windsong also told me that the location of the avalanche hasn’t affected the trail down to Darmour from the palace,” Corrin added. “I spoke to my detail. They’re fine to stay on guard the rest of the night.”

      “With Ash in charge?” She wasn’t sure she was comfortable with that.

      “Ehdra, actually. You know how sensible he is, Captain.” Corrin dug his hands deep in his pockets. “Besides, I didn’t have a choice. Prince Cuinn told us in no uncertain terms that he is perfectly safe and there’s no need for me to lead his detail tonight. He said if you weren’t happy with that, he’d request a few extra Falcons from Flight-Leader Windsong.”

      “Prince Cuinn is being awfully helpful all of a sudden.”

      Talyn noted Sari’s point, but pushed it aside to focus on the more immediate situation. She hesitated, letting out a breath that steamed in the night air. “You all want to help, I take it?”

      Halun nodded firmly, Corrin and Zamaril echoing him.

      “I said it before, Captain, there’s a whole flight of WingGuard up here,” Theac said. “Prince Cuinn will be perfectly safe.”

      “All right then, we help.” Stifling the smile that wanted to spread over her face, Talyn turned on her heel and strode back inside. Adrenalin was seeping through her now, dispelling any weariness from her long day, bringing with it a steady beat of anticipation.

      The moment she appeared, the talons filing in behind her, the Wolves fell silent. Their attention turned to the front of the room, where she came to a stop.

      “We’ve confirmed that there’s been an avalanche that affected parts of Darmour, but the flight of Falcons barracked up here don’t want to risk breaking a nail going to help.” She paused for the ripple of laughter.

      “Will you let us go down there, Captain?” This from Liadin Skywing, seated at the back with the rest of Andres’ detail.

      Multiple pairs of eyes swung towards her at the winged man’s question. A little smile spread over her face. “Well, I don’t know about the rest of you, but I definitely feel in the mood for some digging.”

      The floor shook a little as they cheered. She was warmed by their clear and obvious desire to help.

      “I love digging in the dark,” Zamaril said beside her. Halun gave him a solid thud on the back, teeth showing.

      “Oh no,” Tiercelin disagreed. “It has to be dark and bitterly cold. Otherwise it’s no fun at all.”

      “Never done it myself,” Theac grumbled. “But I’ve always wanted to.”

      “QUIET!” Talyn shouted for silence, and quickly the excited conversation faded.

      “Tirina, take a group and find as much rope as you can. Beg, borrow or steal, I don’t care. Troi, you and those sitting with you are in charge of finding shovels or any other sort of digging or clearing tool. Michel, your table—we'll need plenty of torches and lamps, and enough fuel to keep them lit. Jessra, we’re going to need blankets for those we dig out. You get to try and convince some of the winged folk to hand palace stores over.” Talyn turned to Theac. “What else will we need?”

      He thought a moment. “Liadin, you and Lyra fly down to the villages closest to Darmour. Tell them what’s going on and see if you can rustle up some more volunteers to head over there to help,” he added.

      There was a beat of silence, and Talyn was about to give the order to go to their tasks when Anrun Windsong stepped into the mess, sea-green wings folding gracefully at his back. All eyes turned to him as he walked calmly to the head of the room where Talyn stood.

      “Captain, I understand you’ll be taking the Wolves down to help in Darmour?”

      She straightened her back, firmed her voice and left no give in it. “Yes, sir. Prince Cuinn has given permission for us to—”

      “Stop there.” He lifted a hand. “I just came to give you the key to the Falcon storeroom. In there you’ll find cloaks, blankets, other warm gear. Take what you need.”

      Talyn couldn’t help it, she smiled. “Thank you, sir.”

      “Good luck.” He dropped the key into her waiting hand. “You’ll find Talon Nightdrift lingering awkwardly outside—I believe he’s hoping you’ll ask him and his detail to join you. They’re off duty, so what they do with their free time is up to them.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I’m sorry I can’t do more.”

      She looked him in the eye. “It’s more than I would ever have expected, sir.”

      Silence held as Windsong walked back out of the room and disappeared into the darkness beyond. The moment he was gone, Talyn tossed the key to Jessra, then clapped her hands. “Go!”

      Pandemonium erupted. Chairs screeched back and Wolves ran for the doors, eager to get on with their tasks.

      “You've got a half-turn!” Talyn shouted over the din. “Then we meet back out front!”

      

      It wasn’t just Ronisin and his detail Talyn found waiting outside. There were several other Falcons too—men she recognised from the times she’d seen the Wolves and Falcons playing alleya together in their spare time.

      “I’m told you all want in on spending a night out in the freezing cold digging?” she said briskly.

      “Yes, Captain!” Ronisin saluted. “Playing cards in the mess was getting a little old. I’ve got twenty-five equally bored lads with me.”

      She offered her hand. “Thanks, Talon.”

      He took it, winked. “You’re welcome, Captain.”

      

      It took just over a half-turn for the Wolves to reassemble with their equipment and supplies, and then three full-turns for them to hike down the mountain—winged Wolves and Falcons hovering close overhead in case of another fall—at as fast a pace as was safe. It was a tiring trek, but once they arrived at the site of the avalanche, the bitter cold and any tiredness they felt melted away.

      Under the light of the moon—it wasn’t far off midnight—and the handful of torches that the villagers had set up, the immediate area looked utterly ravaged. The abrupt change from the undamaged and well-lit areas of Darmour to the ruin caused by the avalanche was stark and shocking.

      She hadn’t imagined it would be this bad.

      Volunteers had turned out in large numbers and were milling about the scene organising themselves into work groups. As with those in Dock City who had experienced floods before, these people looked prepared for a disaster like this.

      Theac jogged over to the nearest group of searchers to find out who was in charge of the rescue effort while Talyn and the other talons organised the Wolves to start planting more torches in a wide perimeter surrounding the affected area.

      “Captain?” Ronisin appeared beside her, scarlet wings rustling in agitation as he took in the devastation. “Tarlen and Quinn have secondary healing magic. Perhaps they could join Talon Stormflight and make themselves available to the town healers?”

      “Good idea. Do it.”

      Her eyes kept being drawn to the devastation. It was like nothing she’d ever seen before—the handful of avalanches she’d seen back home had been in isolated areas of the mountains. As the torches went up, they provided a wavering orange light, making the extent of the damage clearer.

      An enormous amount of snow had come tumbling down the mountainside, carrying uprooted trees, boulders, dirt and anything else that had been in its path. The rubble covered an area that looked to be almost the entire north-eastern corner of Darmour.

      Theac returned to direct Talyn over to a command area set up under a shade cloth that provided some shelter from the snow beginning to fall, pointing her to a man standing over a table in the centre of the space. “That’s the mayor of Darmour. Patroy Doggett.”

      Talyn strode over, catching the man’s gaze. He was an impressive figure, past forty, with bushy hair and beard, and a deep, booming voice that she’d been hearing intermittently since their arrival. From what she could tell, he seemed to be making decisions decisively and without fanfare.

      “Mayor? I’m—”

      “I know who you are,” he interrupted her. “I appreciate what you’ve done with those torches. You want to help?”

      “Yes, sir. I’ve got about seventy Wolves and Falcons with me.”

      His eyes widened and something like relief crossed his face. “All right then, Captain. It’s not going to be easy work, but we could use the help. Damned flea-bitten bastards.”

      “I’m sorry?” she asked, surprised.

      “This was no accident of nature, Captain,” he said grimly. “Someone, or more likely several someones, set off a chain reaction up in those mountains. Controlled izerdia explosions, most likely.”

      She stared at him. Surely that couldn’t be right. “Why would anyone do that?”

      “Probably a spot of illegal mining gone wrong. Doesn’t matter right now anyway. I haven’t got enough people here yet to cover the whole affected area,” he said gruffly. “So unless you’re averse to a bit of digging, lifting and carrying, I’m going to throw you right in there.”

      Talyn smiled. “Throw us in, Mayor.”

      Under Patroy’s guidance, Talyn set five details of her Wolves in separate lines leading away from their assigned area of the rubble—spread out like spokes in a wheel. The Wolf closest to the rubble picked up a boulder, branch or whatever was closest and passed it along the line.

      The sixth Wolf detail, along with Ronisin’s Falcon detail, removed the rubble as it reached the end of each line, and the remaining Falcon volunteers busied themselves handing out water, tools, blankets or whatever else was needed. Talyn, Ronisin and her talons formed a seventh line to remove rubble.

      It was hard, aching, and slow work. A strong wind gusted up off the ocean, whipping their cloaks around their bodies and tugging at their balance. The debris was often heavy, with sharp edges, and frozen cold. Yet fuelled by the knowledge that people could be buried underneath, they worked as fast as they possibly could to clear the area.

      It was a gruelling pace, even more so after a long day of training, but Talyn heard not a word of complaint from any of the Wolves. Shortly after they began, Lyra started singing, using her song magic to keep their energy high. Liadin and the Falcons joined in straight away, and soon everyone was singing, song magic or no.

      Within a full-turn the muscles in Talyn’s arms burned. Not long after that, her legs and lower back began to ache. The knee she’d injured the previous year decided it wanted to start loudly complaining too. By the end of the next full-turn, she’d stripped off her cloak after sweating through her shirt and tunic while trickles of it ran down her face. The singing eventually faded as their energy dropped, turning to grim determination. By then, everything hurt and her muscles were threatening to give up.

      After two full-turns they’d found and saved three people. And grimly recovered four bodies.

      “Just like the night of the floods.” Corrin smiled tiredly over at her at one point. His face was streaked with mud and sweat, but his green eyes glimmered with good humour.

      Talyn smiled back. “Just like that.”

      “Only this time the Falcons are there with you,” Sari whispered.
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      Cuinn felt the avalanche like everyone else in the palace. He was playing with Jasper when it happened, the tawncat freezing and letting out a snarl when the floor began shaking under his feet.

      “It’s all right,” he murmured, absently stroking Jasper’s black fur until he calmed. Cuinn left him with the ball of string they’d been playing with and went to his front door. Dorsan and Ehdra were stationed outside, but Corrin was already striding towards them.

      “Your Highness!” He saluted. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine, obviously.” Cuinn tried to sound irritated. “Find Windsong and get him to tell you what happened. And hurry up about it. I’d like to know if my roof is about to cave in on me.”

      He paced the room, Jasper weaving around his feet, picking up on Cuinn’s anxiety, until a knock came at the door. He was unsurprised to find Tiercelin with Corrin.

      “She sent you, I suppose?” He opened the door wider to let them in. Jasper immediately went for them, teeth bared, and Cuinn had to swoop quickly to grab the scruff of the neck. The cat had more than tripled in size since Cuinn had first found him, and it took a surprising amount of effort to hold him back. “Jasper, no!”

      The tawncat wriggled in Cuinn’s grip for a moment until he realised he was beaten, then hung limp. Cuinn let him go, flexing his aching hand, and the tawncat contented himself with staring at both Wolves, unblinking, the warning clear.

      “What did Windsong have to say for himself?” Cuinn turned to them.

      “An avalanche hit Darmour, Your Highness,” Corrin said. “The palace is perfectly safe.”

      Concern stabbed at him, but he hid it, keeping a faintly interested look on his face. “How much of the town was affected?”

      “I’m not sure.” Corrin hesitated. “The Falcon patrol indicated at least part of the town was engulfed. Flight-Leader Windsong informed me he had requested permission to send Falcons down to help, but that Prince Mithanis refused.”

      Of course he had. The bastard. Once he’d established his precious winged folk and palace were safe, he wouldn’t have cared less about humans trapped under rubble in Darmour.

      Cuinn rolled his eyes. “Fine. I have a family dinner to attend. Corrin, leave your detail with me, then go back with Tiercelin to help in Darmour with the rest of the Wolves.”

      He caught the surprised glance between Tiercelin and Corrin, and huffed an impatient breath. “Well, she’s going to ask me if you can help, isn’t she? And I’ve had about enough of her annoyance with me lately, so I don’t dare say no. Go and do whatever you’d like. If it makes you feel better, I’ll ask Windsong to borrow some of his Falcons tonight.”

      They left so quickly it was amusing, clearly wanting to get away before he changed his mind. Cuinn turned to give Jasper a stern look. “Stay here, I’ll be back later.”

      Jasper lowered himself to the floor, the very picture of innocence, which just made Cuinn even more certain the tawncat had no intention of listening to him. With an affectionate look at the creature, he headed for the door.

      Time to eat with his family. The joy.

      Ehdra and Dorsan were standing a little straighter as he walked out his front door, and their pleasure with him for giving permission for the Wolves to help in Darmour leapt out at him like a gentle tap to the heart.

      Where did she get these people? It honestly astonished him how good-hearted they all were. Not one of them gave his song magic a shiver of distrust or unease.

      “Keep up as best you can,” he threw over his shoulder as he strode quickly down the hallways towards his mother’s rooms, trying to ignore the anxiety already tugging sharply at his insides. If he missed this dinner, he’d never hear the end of it, but he wanted it over with as soon as possible.

      The Shadowhawk had to get down to Darmour to see what he could do to help.

      

      Mithanis and Azrilan were discussing the avalanche as Cuinn walked in.

      “Windsong says we’ll be fine up here, the fall was lower down the mountain.” Mithanis sipped at his wine.

      “Is he going to send some Falcons to see whether Darmour needs any help?” Cuinn dropped into a chair and immediately reached for the flagon of wine to pour himself a glass. He knew the answer already, of course, but it was worth pushing the point.

      Both brothers gave him looks, but Mithanis was the one to reply. “Why would he do that?”

      “Darmour is part of Mithranar, no?” Cuinn used a subtle hint of song magic in his voice to keep what he was saying from appearing in any way a challenge. “And Falcons are responsible for looking after Mithranar?”

      “They’re humans. They’ll be fine.” Azrilan dismissed him with a wave. “And you know how avalanches go. There could be a second one—we can’t afford our warriors getting hurt or killed while trying to help some dirty peasant out from under a pile of rocks.”

      Sometimes Cuinn hated his brothers, even Azrilan, with a fierceness that literally hurt. And the effort it took to hide that from them left him trembling. Fortunately his mother chose that moment to appear, distracting their attention from Cuinn.

      “Nasty business, this avalanche.” His mother sat down, then waved at the hovering servants. “What’s this I hear about your Wolves going down to help? Really, Cuinn, couldn’t you at least try and keep them in line?”

      “They’re annoying enough as it is,” he said blandly. “The last thing I want is them bothering me constantly with all their emotions if I refuse to let them help. They’re off duty, let them be.”

      “Fair enough,” Mithanis said softly, gaze on his wine rather than Cuinn. “Just as long as you’re aware what will happen to them if they use this opportunity to rile up the human population. I don’t want another repeat of the floods and alleya game, Cuinn.”

      He stifled the cold fist of fear that closed over his heart at those words and managed a roll of the eyes. “Please. It was your idea to give me a human guard, I had nothing to do with it.”

      “I had nothing to do with it either.” Mithanis turned his dark gaze on their mother.

      She ignored it, instead changing the subject. “What are we eating tonight?”

      Cuinn almost smiled, but it quickly soured. His mother still had the ability to master Mithanis when and if she chose to, yet she never did it to spare her other sons, or to curb Mithanis’s viciousness. She could have overruled him on sending Falcons to help Darmour, but she wouldn’t.

      “Smoked fish. I brought some back from the Manunin estates for us to try,” Azrilan said.

      “Sounds delicious.” Cuinn took another sip of wine.

      Mithanis glanced at him. “What are you in a mood about?”

      “No mood. I’m just hungry. Couldn’t we have these dinners earlier?”

      “You forget your brothers and I have the weekly council meeting before dinner. Sometimes they run late—especially when we have important matters of state to deal with,” his mother said coolly.

      Snap. Another targeted hit. Cuinn’s jaw clenched and he took another sip of wine.

      “Sometimes I don’t blame you for not coming, Cuinn. They’re deathly boring most of the time.” Azrilan smiled. As usual, he was the one to come to Cuinn’s rescue.

      “Are the nobles all still deathly afraid a tawncat might creep in and rip their intestines out in the middle of the night?” he asked.

      “Cuinn, please!” his mother snapped.

      Ah. They were no closer to catching the culprit then. Under his mother’s anger had been deep unease. Worry, even. And Mithanis’s scowl indicated he felt the same.

      “Sorry!” He lifted his hands in the air in mock surrender. “The skimming this afternoon was particularly good. Az, why don’t you join me tomorrow?”

      “I’d love to.”

      “What about you, Mithanis?” he asked innocently. “Irial will be there. I know you like him.”

      Mithanis gave a dismissive shrug, and it was unclear whether he’d picked up on Cuinn’s unsubtle point about Irial’s true allegiances. “Mother, we need to do something about the copper mines. Stormflight isn’t in proper control of the situation—he had no good answers in today’s meeting.”

      “I’m not sure what you think he can do about sickness spreading through the workers,” Sarana said coolly.

      “Find new ones,” Mithanis said tersely.

      Cuinn sighed. When would this be over?

      

      He chafed the entire way through dinner, and once it was finally over, he deliberately flew straight back to his rooms so that only Roalin and Nirini could follow.

      “Tell the rest of your detail to leave me alone tonight,” he told both winged Wolves. “I don’t want to be disturbed.”

      The moment he was inside, he raced through to his bedroom, grabbed his Shadowhawk cloak and mask, drew the shadows around himself, and then shot out the window before the rest of his detail could get back. Now they’d surround his rooms thinking he was still inside.

      He was halfway down the mountainside when he realised he hadn’t checked on Jasper on his way out. It was odd the tawncat hadn’t registered a protest at Cuinn racing out so quickly.

      Something to worry about later.

      His priority was getting to Darmour, and doing something, anything, to help.

      

      He landed on the north-western outskirts of Darmour, furling his wings and glad to be out of the icy, buffeting winds coming off the sea. A moment’s focus to ensure his glamour was perfectly in place, then he shrugged on his cloak, slid the mask over his face and started walking.

      Cuinn didn’t often call upon his small network in Darmour—it was too difficult from Dock City—but he knew his contacts in the Dock Quarter sometimes communicated with Darmour, and he could send messages through them when he needed to.

      And there were two men here he’d met in person before.

      The avalanche had hit a couple of full-turns earlier, so they might already have roused the network to help, but he wanted to make sure. Communication would be difficult at night in the cold and bad weather, and news about the avalanche would only pass via word of mouth between those still awake.

      There was no point in using the usual messaging system of leaving notes—his contacts wouldn’t see them until the following day at the earliest—so he went directly to Randal’s home. He was an older man who had worked on the Dock Quarter wharves his entire life until losing his wife in childbirth when the winged healers refused to come and help. After that, he’d packed up and moved to Darmour, finding work on the docks there.

      He was walking out his front door when Cuinn approached, yanking on thick coat and gloves.

      “Randal?” he called out softly.

      The burly man stopped in surprise. “Shadowhawk? What are you doing here?”

      “Heard about the avalanche.”

      Disbelief coloured his face. “How?”

      Cuinn ignored the warning in the back of his mind that the timing of his being here risked people asking questions he didn’t want asked. He couldn’t do nothing, though. So he said lightly, “Just by chance. I’ve been here organising some business and escaping the heat in Dock City—almost got caught on a job and thought it best to lay low for a while. You headed out to the avalanche?”

      A nod. “One of the local Patrolmen just dropped by—he lets me know when things like this happen. I was going to rouse the lads on the way.”

      “I think we’ll need to do better than that. Can you have them door-knock at as many houses as they can and ask the residents for volunteers to go and help? Start with homes furthest away from the site—they probably haven’t heard yet. Let Lonis know too?” Cuinn had never learned where his other contact lived, but assumed Randal would know.

      Randal glanced up at the sky. “That could take a while. By the time I organise the lads and get them started, it could be at least another full-turn before we get bodies out to the site.”

      “I know, but I’m told the damaged area is large. The more volunteers we can get out there, the more people we might be able to save.”

      “All right, Shadowhawk.” He considered a moment. “One of my lads has his own fishing boat. I could send him down the coast, let the smaller villages south of here know what’s happened and ask for help.”

      “Good idea. The more people we can get, the better.” He shivered, the bitter wind kicking up and sliding inside the warmth of his cloak.

      “What are you going to do?”

      He smiled. “Get out there and start digging.”

      Randal offered his hand. “Good luck, Shadowhawk. There’s a long night ahead of us, I reckon.”

      Cuinn shook the man’s hand, rough, calloused skin against smooth. “And to you, Randal. I’ll be in touch next time I’m in town.”

      

      He was halfway to the site—the affected area easy to find given it was the only part of the city lit up with the orange glow of torches—when a boy came running up to him in the street. He was maybe eleven years old, skinny and panting, one cheek smudged with dirt, holes in both his boots.

      “Shadowhawk!” he gasped. “Randal sent me after you. I need your help.”

      “Slow down.” Cuinn gripped his shoulders, risking a hint of song magic to try and calm the boy. He was anxious, emotions balled up tight. Scared too. “What is it?”

      “Da… he’s a miner. He didn’t come back from work tonight. My friend Tommy—he lives next door—he and his ma came over just now, all worried.” He panted, swallowed. “His da didn’t come home either. Ma started crying, she’s so upset. When Randal knocked on our door, he said maybe you could help.”

      Cuinn frowned. “You think something happened in the mines?”

      The boy nodded, his anxiousness spiking. “They say most of the east side of town is buried under rubble… that’s close to where the mine entrance is. Please, can you help find my da?”

      Cold spread through his chest. If the avalanche had been close enough to the mines, the violent earth movement could have collapsed tunnels. And even if the interior tunnels had remained intact, the debris from the rockfall could have caved in the entrance cavern that the workers needed to get out. Nobody would have thought to check that in the haste of going to help the affected areas of the town.

      “Please, sir.” The boy hopped from foot to foot, anxious and scared and cold. The emotions hit Cuinn sharply, making it hard to think clearly. He took a deep breath and mastered himself, doing his best to separate his emotions from the boy’s.

      He couldn’t take volunteers away from the rubble clearing until he knew for certain there was a problem in the mines. It was possible the boy’s father and others from the mines had gone to help with clearing rubble and just not thought to let their families know. “I’ll go and take a look. If anything is wrong, I’ll get some people to help your da, okay?”

      The boy swallowed, stopped moving so restlessly. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

      “You’re welcome. Now, while you wait, do you think you can help Randal knocking on doors and asking for more volunteers?” Giving the boy a task might help distract him from worrying too much about his father.

      “I…” He swallowed, then nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “Go on then.” Cuinn squeezed his shoulder and the boy ran off, casting frequent glances backwards. Once he was gone, Cuinn turned and headed off at a run for the mine entrance.

      

      The knot of concern inside him relaxed slightly when he reached the mine entrance and found the opening in the mountainside clear. Everything outside the entrance was quiet and still, no sign of anything amiss. Maybe there was no damage and the workers had just gone to help clear rubble.

      Or maybe multiple sections of the mines had collapsed, trapping the workers inside, and the damage just wasn’t visible from the outside.

      He brushed aside that prospect as unhelpful, and headed toward the cavern entrance with quick steps. It yawned ahead of him, a gaping maw of darkness that looked like it would swallow him whole.

      Get a grip, Cuinn, he told himself irritably. It was going to be bad enough on his emotions if there were trapped miners inside, let alone letting his imagination run wild, making it worse.

      Inside, the entry cavern was empty. A scattering of lit torches provided small pools of weak, flickering light surrounded by darkness. He waited a moment for his eyes to adjust. The shadows beckoned to him, caressing him like a welcome friend, but he decided not to hide himself inside them. If there were workers trapped somewhere, he needed them to be able to see him.

      Scanning his surroundings, he saw what appeared to be a main tunnel directly ahead, its entrance the source of most of the torches. To his left, one of the lit areas illuminated a storage area for miners’ helmets and other gear, and a single lantern hung above the entrance to a much narrower tunnel on his right.

      A quick look down the narrow tunnel revealed another storage area—this one for heavier equipment—that was empty.

      He’d have to head down the main tunnel into the working areas to ensure nobody was trapped. Cuinn was halfway across the cavern when the sound of a boot scraping on rock made him stop dead.

      He spun, instinctively reaching for the shadows, to see a cloaked figure standing in the faint pool of moonlight coming from outside. Blocking his exit.

      “Are you here to help…”

      His words trailed off as the figure pulled back the hood of their cloak, revealing a copper mask.

      Shit.

      Before he could move or think, rustling sounded and more cloaked figures appeared from the darkness lining the edges of the cavern.

      He was surrounded.

      Shit. Shit. Shit. Why hadn’t he used his song magic when entering to see if anyone else was there? Because he rarely used it as the Shadowhawk. Because he hadn’t been expecting danger.

      Because he was an idiot.

      “So, you’re going to kill me, then?” His stomach dropped. The moment they did, his glamour would vanish and they would realise they’d killed Prince Cuinn.

      Not that that would matter in the end. He would be too dead to care. And something told him that revealing his true identity wouldn’t help him… Vengeance would be far too pleased to kill a winged prince

      “Oh no,” a voice whispered. “Not quite yet.”

      Intent flashed against his song magic, but before he could read it, before he could react, a hard object slammed into the back of his head. Hot pain flared and then blackness descended.
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      Throughout what remained of the night, Talyn and her Wolves rescued fifteen people and recovered seven bodies. Of the fifteen, three were badly hurt, but the rest seemed more than likely to survive. All were taken to a shelter set up for survivors where Tiercelin, Tarlen and Quinn worked tirelessly alongside Darmour’s human healers.

      Driven by the knowledge that there could be more people buried only meters away, Talyn called breaks sparingly—enough time to drink some water and sit with hands on knees, not moving an inch, until it was time to get up again.

      As it became fully light and dawn passed into early morning, the sky above a watery grey colour threatening to break into blue, the mayor appeared, a group of people behind him. Like the Wolves and Falcons, they were streaked with dirt and sweat, but these workers had an air of energy about them, while by now Talyn’s command were working on sheer will alone.

      “It’s time for your warriors to rest,” he called out to Talyn.

      She stopped and straightened, her back twinging painfully as she did so. She tried to hide her wince. “We aren’t even halfway through, Mayor. There could be more people under here.”

      “Even so, you need rest. I can’t believe you’ve all lasted this long, it’s almost beyond belief.” He spoke briskly in that deep voice of his, not leaving her any room to object. “More volunteers have arrived this morning—they can take over while you and your warriors have a proper break. If you keep going, you’ll hurt yourselves, and that’s the last thing we need. We’ve got enough injured people to look after already.”

      Talyn rubbed a hand across bleary eyes. “Are you sure you’ve got enough volunteers to keep going? Some of us can stay and help.”

      “I’ve got enough. Head down the street there.” Patroy pointed. “The Rag and Bone has got tables set up outside and they’re serving hot food and drink to the volunteers.”

      Even then Talyn hesitated, but he was insistent. “You got us through the night, Captain,” he said firmly. “We couldn’t have done it without you and the supplies you brought.”

      “It wasn’t just us, Mayor, but I’m glad we could help,” she said.

      He hesitated, an odd look crossing his face. “Your winged Wolves. Falcons too. If it wasn’t for them ferrying away piles of debris to make room for more, we wouldn’t have been able to work as fast. And there are some who would have died if not for the winged folk healers.”

      “I’m not sure I understand.” Now that she’d stopped, weariness was descending upon her, making her thoughts slow and groggy.

      “Winged folk don’t help humans.”

      She gave him a tired smile. “You needed help last night, so we helped. It’s nothing spectacular.”

      “The captain’s right.” Ronisin must have heard their conversation, because he stepped forward. His face and wings were streaked with dirt, his perfect teal jerkin was torn, and blood dotted his hands. “It’s how things should be.”

      The mayor genuinely did not seem to know what to say to this and he glanced between Talyn and Ronisin, a frown on his face.

      “Make sure you come and get us when you need a team to take over,” she said crisply, saving him from finding a response.

      She meant it, and he knew it. “We will,” he promised, stepping back to allow them to pass.

      Together, the Wolves and Falcons walked slowly from rubble to paved road, heading for the inn Patroy had directed them to. It was a large building, sitting on the crossroads near the north-eastern edge of town, the snow-capped mountains a stunning backdrop behind it.

      As the mayor had promised, long rows of benches had been set up outside, sprawling into the street out front. The inn’s workers were ferrying out baskets of bread, bowls of stew and mugs of kahvi to volunteers taking a break. Talyn had to duck aside to avoid running into an older man and his daughter carrying crates of fresh bread in through a side door—presumably from the bakery down the street.

      She held the door open for them, acknowledging their thanks with a nod. The bread smelled heavenly and made her stomach grumble.

      The Wolves clustered around a couple of the tables and Talyn sent a few of them inside to help ferry out their food and drink, not wanting to overburden the inn workers. She made a mental note to speak with Cuinn later, see if he would be willing to ask the queen to reimburse the inn. Surely they couldn’t afford to be giving away so much free food.

      “It’s all been donated,” Theac said around a mouthful of stew, catching her worried glance. He and the other talons were seated around her. “From other shop owners in the city. All of them are closed today, busy preparing food. Lots of volunteers in the kitchen back there too.”

      “That’s nice to hear,” she said softly, turning as Ronisin once again appeared at her elbow. “Everything okay, Talon?”

      “If you’ll allow it, Captain, I think I should take the Falcons back up to the palace.” He shifted uneasily. “Probably best if we’ve returned to the barracks before it’s noticed we’re gone.”

      “At least eat and get some rest before you fly all the way up,” she protested.

      “We’ll do that back at barracks.” He saluted. “Thanks for having us with you last night, Captain.”

      “These people won’t forget what you did, Ronisin.”

      His gaze ran over the tables and out to where workers were still moving rubble. “I hope not.”

      

      They ate quietly, too hungry and tired to do any more than spoon hot stew into their mouths and gulp at glasses of water and kahvi. From their position at the benches, they had a clear view of the avalanche site, and morning sunlight made the devastation even clearer.

      The nearest mountainsides were bare and ruined. The fall had brought down the sides of three mountains sitting closely together, the debris crashing into where the homes and buildings of north-eastern Darmour clustered at the bottom of those slopes.

      Mithranar was a beautiful country, but it was equally deadly with its monsoonal rains and rugged terrain.

      Sari came to life. “I’m glad nobody decided to try and live in the Ayrlemyre Mountains. Apart from those manning the trading posts on the main road through, I mean. And the SkyRiders.”

      “And the brigands.”

      “Sure, but I don’t care how many of them get crushed by an avalanche.”

      Talyn found herself agreeing. And then hoping a particularly nasty avalanche lent all those involved in her father’s murder a long and painful death. Grief flickered, coming momentarily back to life, but soon subsided under her exhaustion.

      “Who in their right mind would risk causing something like this by messing around with izerdia just to try and make coin in illegal mining?” Theac piped up suddenly from her side. He didn’t seem to expect an answer, and Talyn didn’t have one to give him.

      “You’d be surprised,” Zamaril muttered darkly.

      “I wish we could do more,” she replied, eyes still on the rubble.

      “We can only do our best,” Theac said. “Captain, you think we should send a detail up to replace Corrin’s?”

      “They won’t be as exhausted as the Wolves down here are,” Corrin piped up. “I know my team. They’ll be fine.”

      Talyn considered that, then nodded agreement. “And Windsong should have Falcons keeping an eye on the prince too.”

      “All right,” Theac said, before rising and moving down the tables to speak with each of the Wolves, checking that nobody was hurt or ill. It warmed her, how carefully he looked after those in their command. He was a true second.

      An equal warmth spread through her as every single Wolf replied that they were absolutely fine—even the ones with sprains and cuts—and asked when they could start working again.

      “Talyn,” Sari started, then hesitated. “I think maybe this part of you was hidden. Held back by what we did together.”

      “I’m too tired to figure out what you’re talking about.”

      Not long after, her talons rose to go and sit with their details, starting a soft hum of chatter. Talyn remained alone at the end of the table, sipping at a mug of hot kahvi and watching the work happening around the avalanche site. Zamaril returned to sit beside her at one point with his own drink, but they didn’t speak. They were too tired for that.

      Time passed, maybe a half-turn, maybe less. Many of the Wolves rested their heads against the tabletop and fell asleep wrapped in their cloaks. Talyn and Zamaril sat awake—she couldn’t sleep despite her physical weariness. Every part of her wanted to get back to helping with the relief effort, but her warriors needed rest first. She wouldn’t risk them getting hurt.

      Halun approached and sat down opposite Talyn with a sober look on his face. “I need to talk to you about something, Captain. It’s been on my mind a while.”

      She blinked, not sure if it was just tiredness making her see an odd gravity settling over the big man. She opened her mouth to ask, but Zamaril jumped in before she could.

      “Halun, this isn’t the time.”

      She frowned, glancing between them as they stared at each other, clearly holding a silent conversation. “What’s going on?”

      Halun took a breath. “I’m sorry, Zamaril, but I won’t keep hiding this from the captain, not even for Prince Cuinn.”

      Zamaril’s jaw tightened. “I gave my word.”

      “I didn’t,” Halun said quietly.

      “You’ve both been hiding something from me?” she asked sharply. “I don’t care what either of you has promised the prince. Tell me now.”

      Zamaril’s jaw clenched further, and he sat back with his arms crossed after making a furious gesture in Halun’s direction. The thief was not happy. Oddly, though, she got the distinct sense it was fear more than anything else underlying his anger.

      Halun finally turned to look at her. “I know that you’ve been furious with Prince Cuinn ever since he took that slave from Montagn. I wanted to explain to you—”

      Her jaw tightened, a bite of unguarded anger filling her voice. “I understand that you must feel for the young woman’s situation, Halun, but Prince Cuinn needs to realise how stupid it was for him to just take her like he did. He put us all in grave danger.”

      The big man’s steady hazel eyes regarded her for a long moment, not flinching away. When he spoke, it was so quiet only she could hear him. “She’s my niece. My sister’s daughter. Evani.”

      “What?” She shot up straight, exhaustion forgotten.

      Halun looked at Zamaril. Zamaril stared back, then sighed and looked at Talyn. “I did as you asked, Captain, and I found Halun’s old master in Arataire,” he admitted. “But I also found out that while his sister had died, her daughter hadn’t. The ahara had purchased her for his kitchens because he thought she was pretty.”

      Her voice turned wintry. “What did you do, Zamaril?”

      “I broke her out the first week we were there.” He spoke defiantly, chin high. “That night, I went to Prince Cuinn for help. I couldn’t think of anything else to do. I couldn’t leave her there.” All at once his shoulders sagged, bravado gone.

      Talyn stared at him. “Where is she now?”

      “She stayed at an inn here in Darmour until I could organise ship passage for her to Dock City,” Halun said. “She left last week and will be staying with Corrin’s family until she can get a place of her own.”

      “So Corrin knows about this too?” Her voice sharpened again. Shock warred with anger—they’d all hidden this from her?

      “Corrin doesn’t know anything. I just told him Evani needed help and asked if it would be okay if she stayed with his family for a while,” Zamaril said in a rush.

      “You kidnapped a slave in the middle of our visit?” She was furious, unsure where to even begin with her horror at what he’d done. “Why in flea-bitten hell didn’t you tell me?” And what had possessed him to do this without her permission?

      “Please don’t be angry, Captain.” Halun intervened. “Prince Cuinn swore Zamaril to secrecy. He said if anyone knew, even you, it could put us all in danger. He wouldn’t do it unless Zamaril promised.”

      Prince Cuinn had insisted on secrecy? She frowned. “You mean, he actually agreed to help?”

      Zamaril swallowed. “I pretty much had to beg him, but yes. He agreed to fly her ahead of us each night on the journey back, then keep her with him and pretend she was his latest fancy until we reached the Summer Palace.”

      “You let him slip his guard and sneak Evani ahead of us each night? Alone?” Talyn’s voice turned dangerously cold, shifting from fury to downright murderous. Her hands had curled into fists at her sides, nails digging painfully into her palms.

      The thief went pale. “He insisted.”

      Talyn was still trying to wrap her mind around the idea that Cuinn cared so much about putting them all in danger, let alone the fact he’d done such a risky favour for Halun, when Zamaril suddenly stiffened at her side.

      She shook her head, realising that her mouth had been hanging open in mixed shock and anger. “What is it now?” she snapped.

      “More of the Shadowhawk’s people are here.” Zamaril seemed to speak without thinking, because he cleared his throat, hesitating. “I mean, there are more volunteers arriving. From nearby villages, I’d say.” He frowned, confusion flitting across his face. “I haven’t seen him all night though.”

      “He’s here in Darmour?” She shook her head, trying to switch from Zamaril and Halun’s revelation to the Shadowhawk. “That’s impossible!”

      “How would you know that?” Zamaril switched assessing blue eyes to hers briefly before turning back and pointing. “Look.”

      He was right. More folk were busy forming lines and organising themselves to join in the rescue efforts. They weren’t filthy and exhausted-looking like everyone else who’d been working through the night.

      “How do you know the mayor didn’t just call them in?” Talyn said, her eyes scanning the scene. “How do you know the Shadowhawk is actually here?”

      Zamaril’s jaw clenched. When she glanced at Halun, he looked away.

      “One more of you keeps secrets from me and I swear I’ll kick you out of the Wolves,” she seethed, using a tone of command she rarely needed anymore with these men. “Answer me, now!”

      “I know one of them, he used to live in Dock City,” Zamaril muttered. “Saw him working last night—he said the Shadowhawk had put the word out for help.”

      Halun pointed to a group of particularly brawny young men. “Dock workers from the port here. Not sure why they weren’t here sooner, but knowing how the Shadowhawk works, he probably sent some of them south to alert the smaller coastal villages and bring back volunteers. A lot of the new arrivals look like fisherman, you can tell from the type of boots they’re wearing, they’re good for…” His voice trailed off under her withering look.

      “He has people in Darmour?” she demanded. Anger bubbled—he’d never told her that. So many secrets. A damned Shadow. “And how the hell do you both know who they are?”

      “I told you, I know one of them,” Zamaril repeated stubbornly.

      “What, the Shadowhawk just conveniently happened to be in Darmour on the night of an avalanche so he could helpfully organise his network to assist?” Her voice was sharp, making them both glance at her in surprise.

      It made no sense. Her instincts were telling her it was all wrong. She was missing something. Something obvious.

      “Maybe not,” Halun said calmly. “Maybe his network here roused itself. They’re good folk, after all.”

      Zamaril opened his mouth but closed it quickly at a glare from Halun. They subsided into tense silence. She was inches away from throttling Zamaril, but forced herself to take a deep breath instead. They were all exhausted and right now their focus needed to be on helping the people of Darmour.

      There’d be time to throw Zamaril off the tallest mountain in the SkyReach later.

      The new volunteers joined in the rescue efforts, working with fresh energy. Talyn watched them for a while, but her attention began to wander. She drifted in a doze, made lethargic by the warming sun.

      She started awake when Corrin appeared, swinging a leg over to sit beside Halun, opposite Zamaril. “The mayor just sent a messenger to ask if we’d be willing to go and have a look in the mines. He can’t spare anyone, and he’s received several reports that some of the mine workers didn’t come home last night. People are worried some of the tunnels might have collapsed in the avalanche.”

      The young Wolf hesitated and Talyn let out an annoyed sigh. “Out with it, Corrin.”

      “The messenger said that he’s one of the Shadowhawk’s people. He said the Shadowhawk went into the mines a few turns ago and hasn’t been seen since.”

      “All this from one messenger?” She lifted an eyebrow. If the Shadowhawk had gone in several turns earlier, then why so long for the alarm to be raised anywhere else about missing miners? Instinct nagged at her, but her mind was slower than usual, muddled by physical weariness and so many full-turns without sleep.

      “He must have heard about the trapped miners and gone in to help,” Halun said, looking at her. “We should go and help—”

      “We won’t be doing any such thing,” Theac said, glower firmly in place as he joined them, having overheard the last part of their conversation. “The way that avalanche shook the mountain—do you have any idea how dangerous it would be in there? Even if the mine tunnels are still standing, they’ll be unstable.”

      Worry beat at Talyn, and she ignored the animated conversation the talons fell into about whether or not they should do as the mayor requested. Drawn by the obvious intensity of their conversation, Andres and Tiercelin came over to join in. Halun and Zamaril shot her puzzled glances, but she ignored that too. Her mind buzzed.

      “What am I missing, Sari?”

      “Cuinn risked himself for Halun’s sister and he was smart enough to keep it a complete secret—even taking your misplaced anger at him without complaint.”

      “But what does that mean?” She muttered the words aloud, again ignoring the looks thrown her way. “And why is that important now?”

      “He’s not what you thought. You assumed things about him very quickly and he’s been very cleverly feeding into those assumptions the whole time you’ve known him.”

      “Right.” Talyn shook her head, trying to shake loose the conclusion that Sari’s concise accounting was leading her to. The Shadowhawk was here. How had he known? Had he been in Darmour all this time? But why? It didn’t make sense. He’d vanished from Dock City. To come to Darmour and lie low for a while? That was plausible.

      Sari jumped in again. “What if it wasn’t illegal mining that caused the avalanche? What if the izerdia explosions were deliberate—someone creating an event perfectly designed to draw in the Shadowhawk?”

      “And the Shadowhawk is a Shadow.” She lifted a hand to her head, exhaustion and the cascade of her thoughts making it ache. “Who should be in Dock City right now. But he’s here.”

      “Tal!” Sudden understanding rang through Sari’s mind-voice the way it always had when they’d figured something out together. “We didn’t put it together, but the Shadowhawk vanished—”

      “From Dock City at the exactly the same time Prince Cuinn left for the Summer Palace.” Talyn finished the thought. “And maybe he’s not a Shadow—maybe he just inherited shadow abilities from an ancestor, someone in his mysterious father’s line...”And her mind made the leap, a greater one than she’d ever made before, “…from Rianna Dumnorix, who trained at Reyesen as a Shadow assassin, and who presumably passed that ability down through her children.”

      Sari’s stunned wonder filled her thoughts. “Cuinn and the Shadowhawk are…”

      “No,” she breathed. It couldn’t be. If it was, it would mean—

      “Captain!”

      Zamaril’s voice snapped her out of her musings. “What?”

      The thief’s features were grim, and the other talons were staring at Roalin, who had somehow arrived without her noticing. The winged Wolf’s face was a sickly green colour, wings rustling ceaselessly at his back.

      Roalin was a member of Corrin’s detail. Talyn froze, already somehow knowing what was coming.

      “Prince Cuinn is missing,” he said miserably.

      “Missing how?” Theac barked.

      Talyn shot to her feet, her heart beginning to pound. Sweat slicked her palms and she could no longer swallow. Cuinn was missing, and the Shadowhawk was missing after going into the treacherous mines alone. Of all the stupid, reckless things to do, was he trying to get himself killed?

      Maybe he was. She recognised that kind of pain, had seen flashes of it in the Shadowhawk, and was now beginning to wonder whether it might be the pain of a Dumnorix child raised without a Dumnorix relative. One who’d gone through the trauma of losing a loved one to suicide.

      “He didn’t come out of his rooms this morning. We thought he was just sleeping in like usual.” Roalin spoke quickly, as if trying to get the words out before they burned him too much. “By midday Ehdra got concerned and he went into the bedroom. The prince was gone—the bed wasn’t slept in.”

      “So maybe he just gave you the slip? He’s done it before,” Corrin said, trying and barely succeeding to sound calm.

      Roalin swallowed. “I went and spoke discreetly to a friend in the WingGuard. Nobody has seen Prince Cuinn all morning. Not the elder princes, or Irial or Annae or any of his usual friends.”

      “Talyn, calm,” Sari warned. “If your suspicions are right, nobody can know!”

      Sari’s sharp warning pulled her up short. Talyn took a deep breath, erased all the panic from her voice, and asked mildly, “When was the last time somebody saw him?”

      “Nirini and I escorted him back to his rooms after his family dinner last night. He flew back, so only the two of us could follow,” Roalin said. “He went inside, told us he wanted to be left alone for the rest of the night.”

      “We’ll go back up now,” Theac said, shooting Talyn a look. “We’ll take the Wolves and start searching the slopes up by the palace. Maybe he got it into his head to go skimming and had an accident.”

      Talyn’s fingers curled on the rough wood of the tabletop, her eyes on the mine entrance.

      “Tal, this is who you are. Make the call.” Sari was insistent.

      “If I’m wrong about this, Sari…”

      “That’s the risk you take. You still have to make the call. Trust yourself.”

      “No, it’s all right,” she said, speaking firmly and summoning a smile to her face. “I’m pretty sure I know where he is. Roalin, go back up to the palace and let your detail know you’ve spoken to me and everything is fine. The talons and I will go and find Cuinn and get him back up there.”

      He faltered, confusion flashing over his face. “Captain, what about—”

      “He’s snuck out on his detail before, remember? Don’t feel bad. I need you to go back up to the palace to re-join your detail and wait for us to bring him there. Can you do that?”

      “Captain!” He saluted and, after another brief hesitation, leapt into the air to wing his way back towards the palace.

      “Wolves!” Talyn shouted loudly enough for them all to hear. If this was what she thought it was, she wanted them well clear of what came next. “That’s enough resting. Report back to the mayor and put yourselves at his disposal. Your talons and I have another task to do and then we’ll join you later.”

      Tired as they were, they looked pleased to be allowed to start helping again. It didn’t take long for them to sort themselves out into their details and start marching back towards the rescue effort. The talons tracked the movement silently, expressions ranging from shocked to bewildered.

      “What the flea-bitten hell is going on?” Theac demanded once they were out of earshot. “Do you really know where he is?”

      She looked at them all in turn. “I think so. We’re going into the mines.”

      Tiercelin looked utterly confused. “You want us to go and help trapped miners when the prince is missing?”

      “We do as our captain says, Tiercelin.” Zamaril’s gaze was steady on hers. He knew. He knew what she’d guessed, the gamble she was taking.

      Sari’s shock resounded through her mind. “Shit, that’s why he went to Cuinn for help in Montagn. He guessed even back then.”

      Theac hesitated. “Our oath, Captain.”

      “This isn’t breaking our oath. I promise you,” she told him. “Trust me, Theac.”

      “Tell us,” he said, gaze steady on hers.

      She took a breath. “I think Prince Cuinn is in those mines.”

      Corrin’s mouth literally fell open. Andres and Halun stared. Tiercelin looked like he did when his mind was racing, putting pieces together. Theac nodded once, always her trusted second. “You sure about this?”

      “No. But I’m certain enough to make the call.”

      “Good enough for me,” Zamaril said determinedly.

      She stared at them each in turn. “You ready to fight?”
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      Cuinn awoke to throbbing pain in his head and the blurry flicker of torchlight. He obviously hadn’t been out long, seconds only, because he was lying where he’d fallen, staring towards the night sky outside the mine entrance. He blinked, trying to clear his vision.

      For a moment he was frantic, checking his glamour, hoping desperately that in the dim light his cloak would have hidden his wings from his captors while he was unconscious. Thank the skies he’d landed on his back.

      “On your feet,” a voice snapped at the same time as something sharp prodded his chest. Whoever it was didn’t sound shocked or surprised, and Cuinn relaxed. They hadn’t noticed.

      He did as he was told quickly, despite the dizziness and nausea that shot through him, not wanting them to get impatient and try to haul him to his feet. Allow them too close, and they’d realise he had wings. Maintaining the glamour was natural, despite his sore head, though grogginess made it hard to stand straight.

      “This way.”

      It was the same voice, from a man close by, his sword pointed towards Cuinn. There were at least five or six others, all maintaining a distance as they headed into the main tunnel. Cuinn stumbled along. He thought about using his song magic to learn what he could about his captors, but decided against it. He needed every bit of magical strength he had—there was no way of telling how long he’d need to maintain his glamour.

      Or what strength he might need to try and escape.

      They led him deeper into the mines, sticking to main tunnels as far as he could tell. Most of the torches lining the walls had burned out, but some were still flickering, and that seemed plenty for his captors to know their way.

      So they had locals amongst them, then. Meaning Vengeance didn’t just operate in Dock City. That made sense—Darmour was a key port for the black market. Not that any of that helped him right now.

      Eventually they came to a large cavern. Tables and chairs filled the space and a long table ran along the opposite wall containing a stack of trays and several unlit cookfires. An eating area for the miners? He blinked, the pain in his head making it hard to think straight. Nausea churned in his stomach and for a moment he had to bite his lip hard to stop himself emptying his stomach all over the floor.

      “This way.” One of them gestured for Cuinn to cross the cavern and enter a narrower tunnel leading to a much smaller cavern. Two empty cots filled the space to his left, and on the right sat a table, this one made from iron. Cuinn backed into the cavern, eyes glancing between the sword pointed at his belly and the masked man holding it. Another man came in behind him, stepping up to Cuinn and pointing to the ground beside the table. “Sit.”

      Cuinn sat, back to the cavern wall.

      The man reached for his wrists. He held them out, not saying a word as the rope was tied tightly around them and then bound to the nearest leg of the table. He wasn’t a skilled fighter, even if he could stomach it to save his own life, and there was no way he was fighting his way past two armed men, not to mention those who’d remained out in the main cavern. Better to conserve energy for now.

      Once he was secured, his captor stepped back, gaze scanning the floor. When he found what he was looking for, he reached out to pick up the solid piece of rock. Before Cuinn realised what was coming, the man moved, bringing the rock slamming down on Cuinn’s left ankle.

      Pain shattered through him, hot and intense. He grunted, teeth biting through his lip hard enough to draw blood, refusing to give them the satisfaction of a scream.

      “Now you won’t be running anywhere fast, even if you do manage to free yourself.” His captor stood, regarding Cuinn with satisfaction. Without another word, he left the room, while the man with the sword settled at the entrance.

      Cuinn barely noticed, trying to breathe through the intense pain in his ankle. Once it had subsided to a steady ache, he gently poked the area with his fingers. Blood seeped to the floor in a steady trickle, and dark bruising already showed under the skin as it swelled. Taking a deep breath, he braced himself and tried to move it. More pain flashed through him, sharp and bitter, but the joint moved.

      So not broken. But his captor was right. He wouldn’t be running on it anytime soon.

      Cuinn leaned against the back wall of the cavern, doing his best to appear as if he wasn’t experiencing discomfort from his wings crushing against the hard surface.

      He glanced around—the cave entrance was about four paces ahead of him, the rock walls maybe four or five paces away to each side. He doubted he could reach the guard before the man skewered him with his sword. There was no opening in the roof, so even if he was willing to reveal his wings there was no escape option there.

      And he had to get out. Because if they weren’t killing him yet, then they were waiting for something. They wanted more than just him. And there was only one person—or one group of people—they could be after in addition to the Shadowhawk.

      Talyn and her Wolves.

      “What exactly are you hoping to achieve by holding me in here? Why not just kill me if you hate me so much?” he asked.

      Silence met his question. The guard didn’t even look his way.

      He could sing. Or even just thread his voice with magic. Maybe try and distract the guard enough to cross the distance and grab the sword. But he had no way of knowing how many more armed guards were in the larger cavern beyond. He was powerful, could affect multiple people at once with his magic, but if even one got away, knowing that the Shadowhawk was a song mage…

      Shit.

      He leaned back against the cave wall, trying to ease the aching in his head. His shoulders were hot lines of pain too from having his wings furled so long—that pain throbbed in echo with that from his ankle.

      Silence fell over the cavern. Cuinn half closed his eyes, trying to rest as much as possible while his mind fruitlessly tried to come up with a way to get out.

      How were Vengeance going to get Talyn and her Wolves into the tunnels? She wasn’t a fool, none of them were, surely they wouldn’t… realisation flashed through him and he felt like an idiot for missing it.

      They’d just pull the same trick on her they did with him. Trapped miners in the tunnels. She wouldn’t be able to help herself. And whatever Vengeance had planned, presumably they wanted the Shadowhawk and the Wolves gathered together for it. A dark thought pointed out that burying them together in a cave-in would be a neat way of doing things.

      But they didn’t know the Shadowhawk was Prince Cuinn.

      It would likely be morning before the Wolves realised he was missing. Talyn would be down in Darmour helping with the rescue effort, but she’d go straight up to the palace once she heard he was missing and she’d take all the Wolves with her.

      Hope bubbled in him. If they noticed Cuinn was missing before Vengeance could send her a false message about missing miners… her first priority would be Cuinn, no matter what. The trap would fail.

      His head fell back against the wall in relief, eyes closing. The brief joy didn’t last long.

      Even if the trap didn’t capture the Wolves, he would still be a dead man.

      Panic curled with anger inside him, and he tried discreetly pulling at the ropes on his wrists. It was no good, they were properly knotted and all he achieved was rubbing his skin raw.

      He glanced up at the guard to see if he’d noticed his attempts to loosen the ropes and caught movement in the shadows beyond the cave entrance. Cuinn blinked, trying to make out whether he’d been imagining it.

      The air had gone still. Too still.

      And then there was a faint whisper of sound.

      A blur of black fur and a cold, blood-curdling snarl.

      Cuinn could barely follow what happened next as his guard slumped to the ground, clutching at his torn throat, blood spraying everywhere. And then Jasper was prowling towards him, green eyes bright in the darkness.

      Instinctively, Cuinn shifted forward, holding out his bound wrists. Jasper lifted a paw, his claws out and dripping blood. With a single swipe at Cuinn’s wrist he cut through the rope. In the next breath Cuinn was drawing the tawncat to his chest, holding him tight.

      “You came,” he whispered, choking on the words. “How did you find me?”

      Jasper tolerated the hug for a few moments before twisting out of Cuinn’s embrace and padding towards the entrance. The tawncat’s green eyes looked back at him as if to say, “you coming?”

      He took a steadying breath, wrapped the shadows around himself, and stood. He could put enough weight on his ankle to hobble, even though each movement caused stabbing pain to shoot through his leg.

      Then he followed Jasper out.
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      The mountain seemed to groan around them the moment they stepped inside the mine entrance, like something incredibly heavy was leaning on it.

      It wasn’t a reassuring sound.

      Water dripped down the walls in a steady staccato, turning the dirt at their feet into frozen muddy slush.

      “Did the messenger tell you where the miners would be, Corrin?” Andres asked as they paused inside. He made a decent attempt at sounding calm, but his features were drawn and tight.

      Corrin nodded. His fingers clenched and unclenched at his sides. “He thought they’d be in the workers’ meals area, one level down—the entry to that level is about six hundred meters along the main tunnel over there. The avalanche happened right after shift end, so if they’re trapped it will be where they gathered to file out for the day.”

      “If that’s what the messenger said, then we’re not going that way,” Talyn said.

      Tiercelin frowned. “You think he was lying?”

      “I think he was the bait to get us in here.”

      “You haven’t lost any sharpness, Tal. You got this.” Sari’s voice was a reassuring support in her mind.

      Grim looks settled over their faces.

      “We can expect them to know we’re in here. They’ll have been watching the entrance,” Zamaril said calmly. “We try and leave, we might have problems.”

      “Them?” Halun asked at the same time as Andres spoke,

      “If you know it’s a trap, why did we walk straight into it? Who would lay a trap using innocent miners? And what does Prince Cuinn have to do with any of it?”

      “No time for explanations. Just for orders. We find a different way to get to the meals area,” Talyn said, and then she was moving past them, pushing her tired body into a fast jog. They needed to be cautious, but if she was right… they also needed to be fast. Before anything happened to Cuinn. Before Vengeance could spring their trap.

      She wanted to turn the tables. Spring the trap on them.

      They followed without hesitation, Tiercelin’s wings rustling nervously as he furled and unfurled them in the ever-tightening space. The walls shook occasionally, each time sending pebbles and other debris scattering down on them from the roof.

      Her stomach tightened in anxiousness—it was hard not to dwell on the fact that the entire mountain could crash down on them at any moment.

      The main tunnel led deeper inside the mountain, but they didn’t travel far before it ended in a dark circular space lit by a few flickering torches almost burned down to the nub. Several wooden ladders were propped against the edge of a neat hole in the middle of the ground.

      She raised a hand to halt their forward movement, then raised a finger to her lips. Going down those ladders was what the messenger wanted them to do. Zamaril pointed to a much narrower tunnel on the other side of the cavern.

      Talyn nodded, and they set off towards it, placing their feet carefully so as not to make a sound. It was long and winding, leading to another shaft, this one with only a single ladder. She crouched on the edge, staring down into inky blackness.

      It was either this shaft or the main one to get down to the level of the meals area. None of them knew the tunnels well enough to figure out a different way to get where they needed to be.

      Talyn didn’t hesitate, her anxiousness pushing aside weariness and doubt. They had to hurry. After sticking a nearby torch firmly into the ground by the shaft entrance, she swung herself onto the ladder. The wavering light provided just enough illumination to climb down.

      She’d barely set foot on the muddy bottom when an almighty boom sounded and the ground at their feet rocked alarmingly. She shot out a hand to balance against the rocky wall of the tunnel.

      The ground continued shaking for several moments before slowly settling. Dust and pebbles rained over them. She tasted fresh dirt on her tongue.

      “That didn’t sound like an avalanche.” Theac’s voice loomed out of the darkness as he reached the bottom of the ladder.

      “This whole place could collapse any second,” Tiercelin said darkly.

      “Think about the miners trapped in here,” Corrin added. “They must be terrified.”

      Zamaril’s pale eyes sought hers in the faint light from above. She didn’t think there were any miners down here. Not for a second. And neither did he.

      “You’re going to have to do something about him, Tal.”

      “Later.”

      “Let’s just hurry,” Andres said with a glance at Talyn. “And get everyone out safe.”

      Halun pointed, his arm barely visible. “Light down that way and darkness everywhere else. I say we follow the light.”

      “I will,” she said, again using that voice of command. “The rest of you wait here while I scout ahead.”

      Not lingering to give them time to argue with her, she moved off down the tunnel at a swift jog, one hand resting loosely on one of Sari’s daggers.

      She pulled up short.

      A broad-shouldered figure hovered at the entrance to a cavern, his back to her, partially illuminated by the pool of orange light spilling out from inside. A sword hung at his waist.

      “Go with your instincts, Tal,” she murmured, throwing all doubt to the wind. No trapped miner lingered like this man was, his entire presence watchful, not scared.

      She came out of the darkness, reached around to slide her dagger across his throat, then dragged him back into the tunnel as hot blood sprayed. He made a shocked, gargling sound before falling silent, dead. The sight of the copper mask on his face killed all her remaining doubts.

      The scent of blood filled the dark space as she dropped the body in the dirt and left him, creeping up to the edge of the cavern. It was large, filled with tables and chairs, some with empty plates still sitting on them.

      This was the eating area Vengeance had been trying to lure them to. But there was no sign of the Shadowhawk.

      A group of figures were having an agitated conversation on the other side of the room, one of them gesturing at a narrow tunnel leading away from the eastern side of the cavern. When a man turned into the light, it glinted off the copper mask he wore.

      They seemed to come to some consensus, one tall figure taking the lead and heading into another tunnel on the opposite side of the cavern—it was hard to tell direction under the mountain, but she guessed it was the one they would be expecting the Wolves to come along.

      In moments the cavern was empty. Had their agitation been because the Wolves hadn’t appeared yet? And where was the Shadowhawk? The ground at her feet rocked again, and she swore under her breath.

      Drawing one of her daggers, she broke free of cover and dashed across the meals area to the narrow tunnel the Vengeance members had been pointing to. She paused briefly at the sight of a body slumped across the entrance. He seemed to be missing a throat. Abandoning caution for speed, she ran the narrow distance, ready to fight if anything leapt out at her.

      It was a short tunnel, ending in a small cavern furnished with two sleeping cots and a table. Another copper-masked body lay dead on the floor, her left boot stepping into the blood pooling under his destroyed throat. A slashed rope lay a few paces away, surrounded by more drying spatters of blood.

      “What do you think? They had the Shadowhawk in here and he killed the guards and got out?” Talyn asked.

      “Agreed, but their throats…”

      Her eyes fell on the Shadowhawk’s mask, which had obviously been ripped off during a scuffle. Doubt returned in full force. She’d seen this man, met him. He looked human, bland and unnoticeable.

      How could it be possible that he was Cuinn? If she’d left Prince Cuinn alone and injured on a skimming run, possibly dead, because her gut had been wrong…

      “Focus on the present. He’s not alone in these tunnels, Talyn. Those men were probably going to search for him. Or you. The element of surprise won’t last long.”

      Talyn spun on her heel and ran back the way she’d come. The moment she reached the meals area, the sound of raised voices drifted down the tunnel from where the Vengeance members had gone. Another cry quickly followed, then a hubbub of shouting. The voices were tinged with triumph.

      Like they’d caught someone.

      It wasn’t the Wolves. It could only be they’d found the Shadowhawk.

      Shit.

      She had no way of knowing how many fighters were in the mines, nor did she know her way around. There wasn’t time for much of a plan, and she would have to use the help of her Wolves—because if she was right, then she couldn’t take the risk of going in alone and failing.

      “Wolves!” she called.

      They were there in moments, weapons drawn, the calm readiness of warriors preparing for a fight shrouding them like a cloak.

      “They had the Shadowhawk in here, but I think he got out. They went that way, chasing him.” Another distant cry, followed up by an inarticulate shout of anger, filtered through the still tunnels. “It sounds like they’ve found him. I don’t know how many of them there are.”

      “They? You mean Vengeance?”

      “There are no miners, are there?”

      Tiercelin and Theac spoke together, and she raised a hand to forestall more questions. “I doubt very much that there are miners in here. Somebody wanted the Shadowhawk—and us—inside these mines and used a story of trapped miners to get us in here.”

      There was a thick silence. Zamaril gave her a crisp nod. Andres was the most uncertain. “Captain, our oath…”

      “Prince Cuinn is the Shadowhawk, Andres!” Zamaril snapped, frustration making him impatient. “At least, I think he is.”

      “So do I,” Talyn said quietly. “I need you all to trust in me.”

      A moment of stillness. Varying degrees of understanding dawned on her men’s faces. She gave them that second, because their minds needed to be clear for what was coming. Corrin looked at Zamaril, read his expression, and nodded acceptance. Theac’s scowl deepened in frustrated realisation. Tiercelin and Andres had paled.

      Halun was shaking his head. “It didn’t make sense, that Prince Cuinn helped me, helped Evani like that. It’s been nagging and nagging at me.”

      “But how?” Andres demanded.

      “I don’t know. We don’t have time for questions. Act now, answers later,” she said briskly.

      “How do we find him without getting lost?” Tiercelin asked. “These mines are a maze, and they’re dark. Sound is distorted underground, so we can’t even be sure we’re going in the right direction.”

      Talyn swore. He was right. But they didn’t have time to plan out an approach either. Not only was Cuinn’s life potentially in danger, but the rock around them hadn’t stopped groaning and shuddering since they’d walked in. “We’ll just have to—”

      “Captain!” Corrin’s sharp voice had them all spinning to stare at the young tawncat prowling out of a third tunnel none of them had noticed. The tawncat stopped when he saw them, tail flicking, green eyes settling on Talyn. He made no move to attack.

      “Is that…?” Theac’s voice trailed off.

      “Jasper,” Talyn said. She’d recognise Cuinn’s tawncat anywhere. And something inside her relaxed with utter relief at the sight of the creature.

      “Now I know what happened to those men’s throats,” Sari breathed in something like wonder.

      Andres swore under his breath. “Prince Cuinn is in here.”

      “And Jasper is going to lead us to him.” Talyn didn’t take her eyes from the tawncat as she drew her second dagger. Sari’s weapons felt cool and deadly in her palms. “We go after them fast and hard, no time for subtlety. When we hit them, I’m going to make straight for Cuinn. Corrin, Zamaril, you’re with me. Tiercelin, if the space is big enough, you get in the air and cover us with your arrows. Theac, you, Halun and Andres will hit them hard as you can from the rear. We kill them all. I won’t take the risk of any of them following us out.” She looked at them. “Clear?”

      Something came over the Wolves then. Their faces closed over, their shoulders hunched slightly, and they balanced themselves on the balls of their feet as if ready to pounce.

      Zamaril’s mouth curled in a snarl. “Let’s hunt.”

      Talyn smiled, cold and feral, the anticipation of a fight burning everything but fierce joy out of her. “Yes. Let’s hunt.”
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      They caught him.

      Jasper had vanished from sight as soon as Cuinn had cleared the meals area and dived down another tunnel. His only impulse had been to get clear from where they’d held him prisoner, but he had no idea of the way out or where the rest of the Vengeance fighters were.

      Keeping the shadows shrouded around him, he’d staggered blindly through the darkness, trying to head towards where he thought the mine entrance was, but it was a useless exercise. In the dark and winding tunnels it was impossible to keep track of where he was or what direction he was heading in.

      Eventually, he’d turned a corner and blundered straight into a surprised Vengeance member. It took the man a moment to make him out inside the thick shadows draped around him, and Cuinn took advantage, shoving hard at the man’s chest and sending him staggering back into the wall.

      As he turned to hobble away, the man was already shouting the alarm. Steel scraped as he drew his sword and came in pursuit. His shouts alerted anyone within hearing distance, and more shouts quickly followed, running feet converging in his direction.

      Panic unfurled, threatening to turn his legs to jelly. He ruthlessly pushed it away.

      The shadows helped hide him and keep pursuers at bay, but he was completely disoriented. They were so close behind he had no time to think, only to desperately stumble down any turn he spotted in an effort to lose them. And his ankle was growing steadily more painful—he wasn’t sure how much longer it would take his weight.

      He looked desperately for a main tunnel, where he could bury himself in the shadows and make a run for the entrance, but he was going in circles through the main areas of the mines, unable to find the way out. The breath burned in his chest, his legs growing increasingly tired, sweat slicking his skin. Pain was unrelenting and sharp, stealing his strength and clarity of mind.

      Fear crawled through him, the panicked desperation of a cornered animal. He fought it back, focused on staying on his feet, always moving, draped in shadow. He limped into a partially lit cavern—one he’d already been in before—and look frantically around for a different way out.

      It was no use, and there wasn’t enough time. Booted feet came running in behind him from two different tunnels, and he spun to face them, backing away from their drawn swords. He tried to cut quickly towards a third exit, but his ankle gave out and he stumbled, almost falling. The Vengeance members flooding into the cavern cut him off, herding him, limping, towards the rocky wall at the back corner.

      Then they stopped. None of them wanted to be the first to come at him. He almost laughed at that—if only they knew that the Shadowhawk was no fighter.

      Still, their wariness would eventually fade, and then they’d quickly see he was no threat to them. He faced them down, breathing hard, mouth going dry with fear. He was trapped. These men were going to kill him, and there was nothing he could do about it. He could feel the violence in them—anger and pain and frustration that had distilled into something dark. And together it only grew stronger, enhancing the darkness.

      Cuinn’s fists curled and uncurled at his sides. He’d have to unleash his magic, try and use it to distract them enough to slip out… There was no choice. He’d deal with the consequences once he was out and alive. He took a deep breath, readying his magic, summoning the focus that would be needed to affect over twenty angry and violent men.

      And then a wolf’s howl rent the air.

      He stilled.

      The Vengeance members tensed, some glancing back towards the tunnels behind them. One of them—closest to the nearest tunnel—let out a cry of warning.

      He was too slow.

      The cry died as quickly as it had sounded as the man found himself without a throat. The black blur that was Jasper weaved through the group of men to appear at Cuinn’s side. The tawncat turned back to face them, back arched, green eyes flat and cold. His snarl ripped through the air, a vicious counterpoint to the eerie wolf’s howl that followed on its heels.

      Relief flooded him so deeply that he sagged, breath coming out of him in a whoosh.

      They’d come for him. His Wolves had come.

      And in the heartbeat between that realisation and their arrival, Cuinn had time to feel sorry for Vengeance.

      After a moment of frozen, shocked silence, the Vengeance fighters moved. At a shout from their leader, those closest to Cuinn rushed him. The rest turned to face whoever was coming through the tunnels.

      Jasper leapt. Cuinn stared half in wonder, half in shock, at the brutal, efficient way the tawncat dispatched his first victim before moving to the second. The first died too quickly to feel anything, but the fear of the second man hit him in a sharp spike, turning his stomach. Gasping, he turned away, his shocked gaze shifting towards the back of the cavern.

      The men there didn’t get more than a couple of steps before Talyn swept into sight, daggers palmed and sliding almost simultaneously into the chests of the two masked men nearest her. With a quickness that belied belief, she had both daggers out and spinning towards her next opponent before the bodies had even begun slumping, lifeless, to the ground.

      The cloud of violence and anger that had filled the cavern turned then, fear and frustration shading it—and then pain as more Vengeance members started to die. Cuinn swallowed, jaw clenching painfully tight as he narrowed his focus to not feeling anything at all. If he wasn’t careful, he’d be swept away. So he sucked his magic inside himself, made it as small as possible, and forced his mind to focus on observing the detail of what was happening and defending himself if any of his attackers got too close.

      Corrin was only a half-step behind Talyn, knives slashing through the air to clear a path to where Cuinn was, somehow managing to avoid getting in the way of Talyn, who was killing her way through the middle of the pack. Zamaril fought at their back, his sword a bloody blur.

      A flash of grey wings and Tiercelin leapt into the air, his bow drawn and firing. His first arrow hit the man closest to Cuinn. And then Theac, Andres and Halun were there too, spreading out to cover the exits and stop any of the Vengeance members from fleeing.

      Once Corrin had used all his knives, he drew his sword. Zamaril stepped up to Talyn’s other side, he and Corrin a blur of speed and skill that echoed their captain’s. Callanan skill, he realised in astonishment.

      It was a bloodbath.

      He was sickened and darkly impressed all at once. For a moment his concentration wavered, the volatile emotions swarming through his focus and making him sag, gasping. It was all too much… too much fear and pain and even worse, the joy of some of the Vengeance members trying to kill their opponents.

      Then above the chaotic sound of fighting, one of the Vengeance warriors shouted an order—telling his men to converge on the Shadowhawk, use force of numbers to get past Jasper and take him out before re-forming to deal with the Wolves.

      The imminent threat gave him the distraction he needed to pull himself out of the maelstrom of emotion and push it down, away, as best he could. He forced his tired and battered mind to focus on the Wolves—their clear calm and purpose, even in the chaos of battle. Then he could breathe again.

      Cuinn pressed against the wall, keeping his weight off his ankle and using every bit of strength he had left to hold his focus. With all the powerful emotion flying around, the only thing he could do to help was stay where he was and give Jasper and the Wolves a fixed point to defend.

      Movement in the cavern shifted as the masked Vengeance fighters broke off to come at Cuinn.

      Before they could, Corrin and Zamaril were sliding into position in front of him. Concentration tightened Corrin’s young features. Seconds later a green energy shield snapped into place. Zamaril flashed his fellow Wolf a cocky look and lifted the hand not gripping his bloodied sword. Pale blue energy hissed into existence, sitting seamlessly side by side with Corrin’s.

      Despite the circumstances, Cuinn’s mouth dropped open.

      Two humans with winged folk magic.

      “Get low and stay directly behind us, Shadowhawk.” Corrin’s voice, lifted above the sound of the fighting, was calm and in control.

      Cuinn did as he said without hesitation, the two Wolves’ energy shields covering him completely as he watched the rest of his Wolves fight. Not even a thrown knife or arrow could hit him now.

      Zamaril’s gaze broke momentarily from scanning the fighting to alight on Cuinn, his cocky grin bright despite the blood and grime spattered on his face. “I did promise I’d stand in front of you next time thirty assassins were trying to kill you. Now we’re even, Your Highness.”

      Cuinn stared. Frantically he checked his glamour, panicked that it might have dropped in his fear or exhaustion, but no, it was still up. How did Zamaril… but the thief was already turning away, his focus on the fight and keeping Cuinn covered.

      Zamaril knew. Shit. How? And did the rest of them know? His gaze shifted to the fighting Wolves, and he promptly forgot about his shock, utterly enraptured.

      They were a thing of beauty to behold, fighting together as a finely-tuned team. Halun and Theac fought back to back with their axes, cutting off the escape route of any fighter trying to flee. Talyn was a one-woman killing machine, her speed and skill breathtaking in its vicious beauty. Tiercelin continued firing unerringly whenever he had a clean shot. And Andres was their backup, flitting from spot to spot to close one gap or vulnerability before moving to the next.

      Adding Jasper to the mix only sealed the fate of the Vengeance fighters who’d thought it was a good idea to try to trap and kill the Shadowhawk.

      Because she’d brought the Wolves for him.

      When the area immediately around Cuinn cleared, Corrin dropped his shield and left Zamaril and Jasper to cover him, moving swiftly to reclaim some of his knives, palming one and throwing it at the nearest copper mask before jumping on another. They rolled together on the muddy floor until he got the opening he needed, then drove the knife into the man’s chest.

      Soon after, the fight was over. The violence and pain ebbed away, leaving in its wake the weariness and satisfaction of his Wolves. There was discomfort there too—they hadn’t liked the killing. But there was no doubt in them that they’d done their jobs, done the right thing.

      In protecting him.

      At a nod from Talyn, Andres, Theac and Halun began moving through the cavern, checking the fallen bodies to make sure they were dead. Tiercelin stayed in the air, bow drawn and arrow knocked, covering them. Zamaril dropped his shield, arm trembling with what had to be exhaustion, but remained hovering protectively near Cuinn while Corrin moved to stand watch at the entrance to make sure no more were coming. Jasper, fur sticky with blood and other gore, padded over to stand at Corrin’s side.

      Talyn came straight to Cuinn, eyes running over him from head to toe as if scanning for injury. “You okay?”

      He nodded, keeping his glamour firmly in place. He’d lost his mask, but on the off chance he’d misunderstood Zamaril, he couldn’t afford to lose hold of his only protection against people learning who he was. Though Jasper’s presence was a pretty obvious sign something wasn’t quite right. Damn. “A busted ankle, and feeling slightly groggy from where they hit me in the head, but I’m fine. Thanks to you.”

      She opened her mouth to reply, but was cut off by a sudden groaning sound. The roof shook, and a shower of dust and pebbles rained over them.

      “We need to get out of here,” Cuinn said, genuine concern filling his Shadowhawk-glamoured voice. “Explanations and all that can wait until later.”

      “Agreed,” she began. “I—”

      “This one’s still alive,” Theac barked out.

      She spun so quickly it made him blink, but he limped behind as Talyn crossed to the man Theac was hovering over. Blood trickled from his mouth and pooled on the floor under his left side from a bad-looking wound to his ribs.

      “That’s their leader.” The words blurted out of him. He recognised the dark brown eyes behind the mask; they’d belonged to the man issuing the instructions to his captors.

      Talyn glanced at Cuinn, then moved to straddle the fallen man’s body, her dagger coming to rest at his neck. “What did you want with the Shadowhawk?”

      Cuinn couldn’t tear his eyes away from her, flushed with the exertion of the fight, blood spattered all over her grey uniform, sapphire eyes implacable with purpose. Hand steady as it held a dagger to a man’s neck.

      The man laughed, coughed. “Exactly what we wanted. Thank you.”

      “What was what you wanted?” She pressed the blade deeper into his throat, drawing blood.

      “We didn’t…” He coughed, spat blood. “We didn’t just want him.”

      She stilled, her eyes shooting to Cuinn’s, and a cold sickness washed through him.

      “What are Vengeance all about? Why murder humans, try and kill the queen? Tell me.” Unsurprisingly, Talyn was putting aside the threat to herself to get at her true reason for being in Mithranar—investigating Vengeance. She reached down, tore the copper mask from his face and tossed it aside. Cuinn frowned at the look that crossed her face.

      Something had startled her.

      He looked back at the man. Blood from a gash on his head soaked through his beard, dripping to the floor, but failing to completely obscure the outlines of a Montagni slave tattoo on his left cheek. Cuinn glanced around—none of the Wolves were close enough to see it—and when he shifted his gaze back to Talyn she gave a little shake of her head. He nodded.

      Talyn turned her attention back to the prisoner. Cuinn watched with a sick kind of fascination as coldly, calmly, she drew her second dagger and placed it at the man’s groin. “Tell me, or I start slicing off pieces.”

      The man’s face tightened, but he said nothing. Then screamed a second later when Talyn began sliding the dagger in. Cuinn’s eyes widened. Shit, she wasn’t kidding. He tried not to feel sick. Failed. He was too tired now to stop the onslaught of emotion—even if she was doing what was necessary.

      “Chaos,” the man shouted. “Unrest. Trouble. That’s what we want.”

      “Why?” Cuinn demanded before Talyn could. What was he talking about?

      “Winged rulers need to go,” he snarled, his skin turning grey with pain and blood loss. “Chaos… no faith in the rulers.”

      “You want to create unrest so that people will try and overthrow the winged folk?” Talyn put the pieces together, but she was frowning, like she didn’t really buy it. “That’s quite a goal. Why does Vengeance care so much? Why now?”

      “Not us.”

      “Who?” Cuinn crouched, ignoring pain from his ankle, staring down into the man’s face. His need to know these answers burned stronger than his discomfort at the man’s pain and fear.

      He turned his head to look at Cuinn, then back at Talyn, a sly little smile crossing his face. “He wanted us to leave you alone, but we don’t take orders from him.”

      Complete incomprehension flooded Talyn’s face. Cuinn sympathised—was the man losing lucidity due to his injuries?

      “Why? Who?” she barked.

      “Dark… so dark. Always in the dark.” He shuddered, coughed. Fresh blood seeped from his mouth. He was dying. “Need her, he said. Leave her. But you stopped us from doing what we need… both did.”

      “You said you want the winged folk overthrown. Why?” She tried again.

      “We want them gone. Always have. He… he told us how.”

      “Who?” Talyn demonstrated her point by driving the dagger in another half-inch.

      Cuinn flinched at the scream. Stomach heaving, he stood and staggered backwards.

      “The prince,” the man almost shouted. “Prince of night.”

      Silence froze everyone in the cavern.

      Cuinn’s heart thudded. Stopped. Started again. What?

      “We got what we want.” Out of his mind with pain, the man kept talking, cutting over what Talyn was trying to say. “We got what we want. Don’t care what he says. You’re all dead now.”

      “Well, now you’re dead too, so good luck enjoying getting what you want.” If she was surprised, it didn’t show in her words or voice.

      The man laughed again, and it set off a coughing fit. More blood trickled from his mouth and his eyes rolled back in his head. The words slurred when he spoke again. “That’s fine. Because you won’t get out of here alive either.”

      Talyn froze. Cuinn caught the flash of fear and understanding that swept through her before she sliced her dagger across the man’s throat and rose to her feet to avoid the blood spray. “All of you, out now! Run.”

      “Captain, what about—”

      “Damnit Theac, do as I say right now!” she bellowed. “I’ll be right behind you with the Shadowhawk.”

      The Wolves ran.

      She sheathed her dagger and turned to Cuinn. “Can you walk?”

      “Slow limp at best,” he said in frustration. His ankle was a morass of pain and he honestly wasn’t sure if it would bear his weight. The bleeding might be worse too, because he was starting to feel light-headed and shaky. And flying wasn’t going to work, not in these narrow tunnels, even if he had the strength for it. “They’ve probably got the mines rigged to collapse on us.”

      “I figured that out already, thanks,” she said dryly. She took hold of his hand, placed it on her shoulder so she could take some of his weight. He was too tired to pull away, instead angling himself awkwardly so that she wasn’t close enough to brush up against his wings. “It’s the two of us they want. I won’t let the Wolves die for that.”

      “You should go too,” he insisted. “I’ll just slow you down.”

      She didn’t reply.

      “I’m serious, Captain.” He tried threading his voice with song magic, but he was too weak. It was taking everything he had to maintain his glamour.

      “We’ll get out. Come on.”

      Jasper appeared then, padding down the tunnel, glancing back every now and then as if telling them to hurry up.

      They hobbled along together. He cursed himself for not being steadier on his feet, but his vision was blurring and it was hard to tell which was the right way up. Nausea roiled in his stomach. He gritted his teeth. Just a little while longer. Then he could collapse in a heap.

      A terrible screeching sounded from above, followed by a hollow boom. Talyn’s gaze was straight ahead, down the tunnel where her Wolves had gone. He sensed her worry, not for herself, but for them. She was desperately hoping they would get clear. Cuinn almost smiled. As much as her Wolves loved their captain, she very much felt the same way in return.

      Their progress seemed painfully slow, Talyn forced to take more and more of his weight as pain and weakness hobbled him. He honestly didn’t know how she was still upright—he’d never met anyone with so much grit and determination.

      The ground rocked hard, sending them both plunging sideways into the tunnel wall. Cursing, he straightened himself, bracing his hand on her shoulder again so they could keep going. If only the damn tunnel was bigger… but no, while he could extend his wings, it wasn’t high enough for flight.

      There was a distant thump and then loud rumbling from behind them, the sound of dirt and rocks crashing to the ground unmistakable. The tunnel was caving in.

      With renewed determination, he forced himself to move faster, a limping run almost. Jasper was well ahead, leading the way with his bright eyes towards where a series of ladders in the distance appeared to lead up and out.

      If they could just get there, they would be able to escape. He could abandon the pretence, he could fly them both up to safety. His breath thudded in his ears, pain forgotten as he forced himself faster, further…

      They weren’t fast enough.

      With an almighty crash, the cavern behind them collapsed in on itself, the tunnel quickly following suit. The rampage bore inexorably down on them, slowing as it went, but not quite slowly enough.

      They weren’t going to reach the ladders in time. Not with how slowly he was moving. And she wouldn’t leave his side to save herself.

      In the end, it was an easy decision to make. He couldn’t fly, but his wings weren’t entirely useless.

      Cuinn unfurled his wings, spread them wide and gave one almighty beat of his feathers. It gave him just enough momentum to wrap his arms around Talyn and send her flying ahead of him seconds before the wave of destruction engulfed his body.

      His last thought before utter blackness was the desperate hope that he’d thrown her far enough to save her.
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      She landed hard, the breath whooshing from her lungs.

      The Shadowhawk’s push was unexpected, the force of it even more unexpected, and by the time Talyn had collected herself, pulled herself out of the dirt and looked behind….

      The collapsing tunnel was swallowing him.

      He must have tried to jump out ahead of it, because his body hung suspended in the air for a frozen moment before the onslaught caught him, and then he vanished from sight beneath a pounding wave of dirt and rocks.

      And then it was over.

      A dark blur rushed past her, almost knocking her back to the ground. It was Jasper, rocketing towards where the cave-in was still settling. It took a few moments for the dust to settle, but Talyn’s eyes were fixed on the spot the Shadowhawk had fallen, a terrible fear taking hold in her chest. Jasper yowled, high-pitched and distressed, one paw reaching out to prod at the rocks.

      “HALUN!” She shouted for her strongest talon, hoping they hadn’t gone so far as to be out of earshot.

      They hadn’t—from how quickly they appeared she guessed they’d made it to the top of the ladders and waited there rather than fleeing like she’d told them to. She’d yell at them for that later.

      “Captain.” Tiercelin was the first to land, the others scrambling down the ladders from above. He hesitated, clearly hearing the concealed panic in her voice, more worried for her than anything else. “Are you all right?”

      She pointed to the rubble, coughing the dust from her lungs. Panic surged under her ribs so strongly her chest felt too constricted to take a proper breath. He was buried, he was… She took a shuddering breath, summoned whatever calm she could muster. “He pushed me clear and then he went under.”

      Theac’s boots landed with a thud. “Let’s see if we can get to him. Quick, now!”

      “Not all of us,” she said as Zamaril moved to run past her, forcing her thoughts to cooperate, to think straight. If she gave in to panic, the Shadowhawk was dead. She was Talyn Dynan, and she knew how to do this. “Just Halun and me. The tunnel might still be unstable. We’ll dig for a few minutes to see if he’s close to the surface… if he’s still alive. If not then we all get out. These walls start to move and I want you on those ladders and climbing.”

      She ran for the rockfall. Jasper glanced up at her then backed away, seeming to understand that she could do more than him. Pushing aside questions about the tawncat’s uncanny intelligence, she dropped to her knees, frantically digging through dirt and yanking away rocks, trying to get to where she’d seen the Shadowhawk fall. Halun worked silently beside her, hauling debris at a rate that dwarfed her efforts.

      She spotted the hand first, sticking out from under a pile of dirt and rubble. Her gaze followed the hand upwards until she saw a closed eye and part of a cheek and mouth. Jasper yowled again, then leapt up to the rock above the Shadowhawk. There he perched, green eyes unwavering on his face.

      “Stop!” she told Halun.

      The big man paused, concern on his face as he hovered beside her.

      “Shadowhawk?” She knelt beside his head, surveying his state. Most of his chest, left arm and legs were covered by rocks. “Can you hear me?”

      The head shifted slightly, but his eyes remained closed. “Yes.” The voice was croaky but alive. “Loud and clear, Captain Dynan. Please tell me you are not remaining in this unstable tunnel on my behalf?”

      She ignored him. “How are you feeling?”

      “Not so good.” A short laugh. “Is it a bad thing if you can’t feel your legs?”

      Her hand hovered by his head for a moment, shaking. With an effort, she stilled it. The features she saw were of the plain human face she’d met numerous times as the Shadowhawk. “I’m going to have to clear this dirt away from your face so I can have a proper look at you, all right, I think you’re bleeding from somewhere.” A dark trickle of it was seeping into the dirt near his jaw. “Can you open your eyes for me?”

      “No.” He winced as his head shook. “I’m... fine.”

      “After all this time, you still don’t trust me?” she asked softly.

      A moment’s silence, then, “I trust you with everything I have, Captain Dynan. But it’s best you not see me right now.”

      But she knew. Somehow, deep down, she just knew.

      She touched her fingers to his cheek, gently. “I already know who you are, Prince Cuinn.”

      A gasp, then a choke of pain. Her eyes blurred as the light around his face seemed to shimmer. When she blinked to clear her vision, luminous green eyes, bloodshot and weary but bright as starlight, stared right into hers. The fear that had clutched at her chest returned full force, and she rocked back on her heels, shocked despite herself.

      “Cuinn,” she said softly.

      The prince of song offered a cracked smile before a spasm of pain crossed his face. “Nice to finally meet you, Captain.”

      Halun growled under his breath, then leapt to his feet, bellowing in a voice she’d never heard from him before. “Tiercelin, get down here!”

      The Shadowhawk protested no more as Talyn gently cleared the debris away from his head, revealing a bloody gash along his left cheek but nothing more serious.

      She glanced up. Halun was white, staring down at Prince Cuinn with a fixed look. She grabbed his arm to shake him from his stupor. “Get these rocks off him. They’re too heavy for me,” Talyn snapped. “Quickly.”

      Shaking himself, the big man crouched beside her, showing his characteristic gentleness as he started moving the rocks burying Cuinn’s body. Jasper watched their progress, tail waving back and forth in agitation.

      “Tiercelin’s coming.” She turned her attention back to the prince. “You’re going to be fine. Halun will get these rocks off you, then we’ll get you out of here.”

      “Captain!”

      Talyn glanced back and saw Zamaril had reached them first, a question in his eyes. She nodded once, grimly, and he paused, shock rocking him. Tiercelin’s wings beat gusts of air as he landed. Talyn turned to kneel back down beside Cuinn as he started to speak.

      “Please.” His voice was coming out in a tortured whisper. “Please... don’t let... don’t let anyone… see. Nobody… can know. Not safe.”

      “We are your Wolves, Your Highness. You are always safe with us.” Tiercelin’s voice came from behind Talyn as he stepped up to her side, admirably steady despite his obvious shock.

      Talyn scrambled out of the way to let Tiercelin in. Halun had removed most of the debris covering Cuinn’s body. One of his legs was clearly broken, sticking out at the wrong angle, and his silver-white wings were bent and torn underneath him. Blood flowed from deep cuts across his ribs and down his right leg. While Tiercelin studied Cuinn with cupped hands scanning the length of his body, Corrin and Theac arrived.

      At the sight of Cuinn, Corrin went as white as a sheet and tears welled in his eyes. Theac laid a steadying hand on the boy’s shoulder, but his eyes were bleak.

      “I need the both of you to hold your focus right now,” Talyn murmured.

      As Tiercelin finished, he ran a hand over Cuinn’s eyes and they closed gently in sleep. Then he stood, features set in a grim expression. “He’s in really bad shape. I don’t even know if I can…” He stopped himself and took a deep, steadying breath. “We need to get him back to his rooms at the palace as soon as possible so that I can treat those wounds and get him stabilized.”

      “Nobody can see that he’s hurt, Shadowhawk or Prince Cuinn,” Talyn said. She paced, thinking hard. “It’s safer for him if Vengeance assume the cave-in killed the Shadowhawk. We’ll reinforce that impression if we’re seen leaving the mines without him.”

      “Then we can’t take him out the way we came in,” Corrin said. “We’ll go through the caverns under the palace. The main tunnel above us hasn’t caved in—we checked.”

      “I can’t carry him by myself. We’ll need a stretcher and at least two other flyers so we can keep him still. I can’t stress how important that is,” Tiercelin said firmly.

      “I can slip out, find Lyra and Liadin and get them in here without any watchers noticing.” Zamaril’s eyes were steady on Talyn. “I promise you.”

      “Do it,” she said. “Theac, can you and Corrin go up to the main level? Look for a healing bay, a stretcher, anything that could help.”

      All three men disappeared at a run. Tiercelin dropped back to his knees beside Cuinn, still unconscious.

      Halun touched her shoulder, pausing her worried pacing. He wore his thoughtful expression, and had obviously decided it was time to speak. “We need to think about what to do once we get him up to the palace, Captain. People will be wondering where the prince is.”

      “All right… we’ll say he’s badly hungover and doesn’t want to see anyone. That gives us a few full-turns to come up with a plan.”

      “It’s daylight,” he added. “Once we get him out of the tunnel, people will see us flying him up to the prince’s quarters.”

      “Then we pretend he’s one of the Wolves, injured in the rescue efforts.” She paced, thinking quickly. It was so important they get this right—one wrong move now and they risked not only Cuinn’s safety but people learning he was the Shadowhawk. And in Mithranar, that would be a death sentence. “We’ll put him in one of our huts to keep up appearances. My rooms.”

      Halun turned his thoughtful gaze on Cuinn. “That was a hell of a guess, Captain.”

      She huffed a breath, the relief that she’d gotten it right profound. If it had been the wrong call… “Tell me about it. I still don’t understand how it’s possible.”

      “Winged folk glamour,” he said quietly. “With his wings furled tight, a big cloak and enough skill? It could be done.”

      Running footsteps heralded the return of Corrin and Theac, bearing a stretcher between them.

      Theac knelt to put it down by the fiercely concentrating Tiercelin. Corrin turned to Talyn, pale but steady, shoulders straight. “Will I get the rest of the Wolves organised to follow us up?”

      “No,” she said reluctantly. “Tiercelin takes the prince, but the rest of us will have to go out and at least make an appearance in case Vengeance is watching. I’ll have a loud conversation with the mayor—tell him we looked but didn’t find any miners, but that there’s been a massive cave-in. I’ll tell him the talons and I are needed back at the palace.” She looked at the young man seriously. “But help is still needed out there, and I don’t want fifty Wolves wandering around asking questions about where we are, so I’m going to leave you here with them. Can you handle it? You need to make sure nobody suspects anything has happened.”

      His shoulders straightened further and he met her gaze firmly. “I’ll be fine, Captain. You won’t have to worry about a thing on this end.”

      “Thanks, Corrin.” The reedy boy had changed so dramatically since she’d first met him. A steady young man stood before her now, strong and capable. “That will be one less worry on my mind.”

      Zamaril appeared not long after, Lyra and Liadin following in his footsteps, clearly in the dark about what was going on.

      But he’d brought another winged Wolf too.

      The thief started speaking before Talyn could open her mouth. “I figured if Vengeance is watching the entrance, then they’re looking for you and five talons to come out the way they went in, one of them winged. Kiran is of similar colouring and height to Tiercelin and after working out there all night, his wings are muddy enough to conceal that they’re white instead of grey.”

      She gave him a nod, grateful for his quick thinking, and waved the three of them through.

      When the winged Wolves saw Cuinn lying in the rockfall, they froze, all three reaching instinctively for weapons.

      “What happened? How did he get here?” Lyra stuttered.

      “No questions. Answers later,” Talyn said crisply. “Lyra, Liadin, Tiercelin needs your help getting him back up to the palace. You do everything he says and nothing else. Am I clear?”

      Liadin saluted, Lyra only a second behind. “Captain.”

      “Kiran, you’re going to pretend to be Tiercelin, so anyone watching thinks he walked out with us. Think you can do it?”

      Kiran flicked a glance at the fallen prince, then back to her, a little smile twitching his mouth. “I can summon my inner arrogant noble for the prince’s sake, Captain.”

      Ah yes. She remembered Andres talking about how Kiran liked to make a joke of absolutely everything. It seemed not even the gravity of this situation dulled his humour.

      Tiercelin rose gracefully to his feet. “Halun, get him on the stretcher.” He gave Lyra and Liadin a hard look. “The story is that one of the Wolves got injured and we’re carrying him back up to the barracks. Once there, we’re taking him to the captain’s quarters.”

      “Sir!” Both scrambled to the healer’s side, hovering anxiously as Halun gently lifted Cuinn’s damaged body and placed it on the stretcher. Jasper let out a blood-curling snarl when Cuinn stirred restlessly, almost woken by the pain of his shifting body.

      “Jasper, enough!” Talyn told the tawncat sharply, confident by now that he was smart enough to understand they were helping Cuinn, not hurting him. Jasper’s gaze shifted to her, angry, but he dropped to the floor, prepared to follow after the stretcher.

      Tiercelin placed a blanket Theac had brought on the stretcher over Cuinn—with dirt and blood on his face and coating his hair, it would be impossible to tell who he was without a close look.

      At least, Talyn hoped so.

      Once Cuinn was safely settled on the stretcher, Tiercelin addressed the winged Wolves. “Any significant movement at this stage could worsen his injuries. When we reach the shaft and fly up, I can’t overstate the importance of keeping him still. Can you do it?”

      Lyra and Liadin shared a glance, then Lyra stepped forward. “We’ll fly so smoothly it will be like he hasn’t even left the ground,” she promised. “Don’t worry.”

      Talyn and the other talons watched as the three winged Wolves picked up the stretcher and started off down the passage. She wanted to go with them—every bit of her wanted to stay close by Cuinn’s side so that she could fight off any more danger that came at him. That was her job.

      But she’d trained men and women to do that job just as well as she did it, and because of that she had faith in Tiercelin and Liadin and Lyra now. They would keep him safe.

      Even so, watching Cuinn being carried out of her sight was one of the hardest things she’d ever had to do.

      “You did good, Tal.”

      She forced herself to turn and begin striding for the nearest rope ladder leading up. “Let’s get out of here.”

      

      The time it took her to talk to the mayor, then hike back up to the palace with the talons was interminable. It didn’t help they were as anxious as she was, and their individual anxiety communicated itself into barely-controlled group panic.

      In the end her patience snapped and she asked Kiran to fly her the remainder of the distance, leaving Zamaril, Andres, Halun and Theac to follow as quickly as they could.

      The moment they landed, she and Kiran went straight to Cuinn’s quarters. Corrin’s detail remained on guard outside. Roalin and Ehdra stood watchfully at the front doors, both men clearly on edge.

      “Captain!” Ehdra stepped forward the moment he saw her. “Roalin passed on your message that everything is fine, but we still haven’t seen Prince Cuinn all day.”

      Talyn gave them a smile that she hoped looked both relieved and annoyed. “It was as I suspected. He sneaked out to enjoy himself at one of the high-end brothels in Darmour. When we found him he was passed out drunk. Talon Stormflight is bringing him up now.”

      Roalin frowned. “Should we expect a change of shift, Captain?”

      “The Wolves are still down helping in the relief effort with Talon Dariel. The talons and I will watch Prince Cuinn for now—Talon Stormflight is a bit concerned about how much he drank so he’s keeping a close eye. You all should take the opportunity to get some rest.” She paused. “Your efforts have not gone unnoticed, Wolves. The residents of Darmour owe their thanks to your detail as much as they do to the rest of us.”

      Ehdra smiled. “Thank you, Captain.”

      “I’m glad to hear the prince is safe,” Roalin said. “We were worried.”

      “I’ll send Corrin to come and talk to you all once he’s back, but I don’t plan on resuming a guard shift on the prince until tomorrow morning,” she said. “The talons and I can handle guarding him until then.”

      She turned to Kiran once the two men left to tell the rest of the detail they were off duty. “Go with them. Make sure they’re not asking too many questions—if they do, dissuade their interest as best you can.” She searched his handsome face, looking for any flicker of doubt or discomfort about what he’d learned and finding none. “You have to know how important it is that none of this gets out.”

      “You can rely on me, Captain,” he said soberly.

      She hoped so.

      

      From the prince’s quarters, Talyn headed straight to the hut where her rooms were. Once inside, she took the stairs to her room two at a time. Lyra and Liadin paced by a newly-lit fire in her lounge area. The door to the bedroom was closed.

      “How is he?” she demanded as the door slammed shut behind her.

      “Talon Stormflight is in there with him,” Lyra said. “He said we should go and rest, that there’s nothing we can do for the moment and it’s going to be a while, but I’m too damn.... upset... to sit still.”

      “I want to be here in case they try to get at him again,” Liadin growled, his pretty winged folk features dark with anger. “Talon Stormflight said he was ambushed. Who was it, Captain?”

      “That’s a longer conversation for another day,” she said, part of her surprised that the two Wolves were so upset on Cuinn’s behalf—even if they had put the pieces together that he was the Shadowhawk, she wouldn’t expect winged folk to react well to that revelation. “But thank you for staying.”

      Talyn let out a long breath, cast around the room, then shrugged and sat on the chair nearest to the bedroom. Exhaustion threatened to claim her then, but she forced herself to stay awake.

      Liadin glanced at her. “We’ll keep a watch outside, Captain, make sure nobody disturbs you.”

      She nodded thanks, but her eyes were trained firmly on the bedroom door, hoping with everything she had that he was going to be okay.
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      Tiercelin worked on Cuinn for the remainder of the afternoon. Her talons arrived, all arranging themselves in positions with a view of her bedroom door.

      She sent Liadin and Lyra to join Corrin’s detail and help Kiran in perpetuating the belief that Cuinn was in his quarters recovering from a nasty hangover. They had strict instructions to come for Talyn if anyone appeared and started asking awkward questions.

      “Do we tell Windsong or the Falcon?” Theac asked at one point, posing the question she hadn’t yet worked out the answer to. “Someone is going to start asking questions about where Cuinn is, especially since he hasn’t been visible in the palace since last night.”

      “What about the City Patrol?” Andres asked. “The bodies will be buried under the cave-in, but we can assume they’ll be discovered eventually once workers start clearing out the mines.”

      Talyn rubbed her tired eyes. “Last time Vengeance did something like this, it was an assassination attempt against the queen, so from that perspective we should definitely let the Falcons know. Except we don’t know who we can trust in the WingGuard.”

      “Because this wasn’t targeted at the winged folk, or the royal family. It was targeted at the Shadowhawk and us,” Zamaril said quietly.

      “And because the man you killed said Prince Mithanis was the one pulling Vengeance’s strings,” Andres said even more quietly.

      “It doesn’t make sense, does it?” She posed the question to the room, ignoring the Mithanis question for the moment—she needed time to think on that, consider how credible the claim was. “So much effort, another twenty to thirty warriors at least, just to take out the Shadowhawk and get revenge on us. Yet they claim to be trying to overthrow the Acondor rule. Killing us doesn’t help them do that.”

      “Except that we’ve been actively standing in their way,” Theac muttered. “And if they’d succeeded, it would still have caused unrest. Instability. Just like he said.”

      “He did say it with captain’s dagger buried in his privates,” Zamaril pointed out. “Who knows how honest he was, or if he was even lucid. He was halfway dead by the time we talked to him.”

      Talyn shook her head. “Maybe.”

      A knock sounded at the door, and Corrin entered, exhausted and filthy. “The Wolves are all back, safe and in one piece. They’re cleaning up before dinner in the mess. How is the prince?”

      “Tiercelin hasn’t come out yet,” Theac said.

      Corrin sank into an empty space on the sofa, not even noticing the dirt he smudged into the fine fabric. “I can’t believe all this time he was—”

      “Stop!” Talyn snapped, loudly enough to make them all start and stare at her. “We don’t say it aloud. We never say it aloud. Clear?”

      “I’m still not certain that’s even the case,” Theac growled. “It’s impossible. How could he look…” Her second waved a hand in the air, lost for words.

      “It’s him,” Zamaril said quietly, confidence brimming his voice. “And I know how. He has glamour.”

      “It’s too dangerous to talk about this.” Talyn stopped them again. “Even in a roundabout way.”

      They nodded, taking the point, and Corrin sighed, rubbing a hand over his face. “Kiran told me you’d dismissed the Wolves till morning, Captain, but at some point they’re going to ask about who’s on duty tomorrow.”

      Exhaustion rose in a tide, threatening to crush her. “I know. But I can’t make any plans until Tiercelin comes out of that room.” She sank back into the chair, weariness a heavy weight pulling against what felt like every muscle in her body. She hadn’t slept in two days, and her body ached from the fight and subsequent hike back up the mountains.

      “What about Windsong?” Andres asked.

      “He doesn’t usually ask me about Cuinn’s guarding arrangements,” Theac said. “So let’s just hope he doesn’t suddenly take it into his head to do so.”

      “We should try and rest until Tiercelin comes out.” Andres settled into his chair, eyes sliding closed. “There might not be much opportunity for it afterwards.”

      Zamaril curled up on the chair he was in, folding himself up like a cat. “Wake me when he does.”

      “Has anyone seen Jasper?” Corrin asked suddenly.

      “No.” Talyn hadn’t thought to ask Liadin and Lyra where the tawncat had gone.

      “How did he find Prince Cuinn down there?” Andres asked.

      Nobody had that answer either, and the room fell silent again.

      

      When Tiercelin finally emerged from Cuinn’s room, it was night-time. Talyn and her talons had been silent almost the whole time, each occupied with their own thoughts, each tired to the bone but unable to sleep. The healer looked barely able to stay on his feet, brown skin pale, dark shadows ringing his eyes like bruises.

      “How is he?” Talyn came to her feet, wincing as every sore muscle in her body protested the sudden movement. “How are you? You look terrible.”

      Tiercelin managed a smile. “I’ll be fine.”

      She hesitated, forcing the words out. “Is he going to make it?”

      “I think so,” he said. “I’ve managed that much. He’s in a bad way, though. His left leg is broken in three places, he’s got several broken ribs and a shattered left wrist. There are cuts and bruises all over his body, some worse than others, but they're treatable. Infection is a concern, but with some strong herbal cleansers and my healing magic, it shouldn’t be too much of a problem.”

      “There’s something else, isn’t there?” Talyn read the shadows in Tiercelin’s eyes.

      Tiercelin sighed and rubbed his forehead with exhaustion. “His spine is injured. I don’t know how badly yet, it’s too swollen.”

      “Will he be able to walk again?” Theac asked gruffly. “I mean, do you think it is broken, or what? How bad is it?”

      “I honestly can’t be sure until the swelling goes down. I have a feeling it may be badly bruised, but even so, given the state of his left leg, if he’s ever going to walk again, it will take a lot of hard work. I can’t guarantee a full recovery.” He paused. “Captain, he needs winged healers far better trained and more powerful than I.”

      Talyn swallowed. “All right, thanks, Tiercelin. Is he awake?”

      “He woke a short time ago. He asked to speak with you, but I don’t know how long he’ll be conscious.”

      “Go and get some sleep, Tiercelin, that’s an order.” She stepped up and rested a hand on his shoulder. “If you see any of the Wolves, Cuinn snuck out to a brothel in Darmour the night before last and is still horribly hungover. You’ve been worried that he might have drunk too much.”

      Tiercelin nodded, then straightened. “Oh, and you should know Jasper is in there. He started yowling outside the window a few full-turns ago, so I let him in. He went straight to the bed, and after that Prince Cuinn seemed to… I don’t know, my magic started working better.”

      “I’m glad he’s back,” Talyn said softly. “Now go, get something to eat. I’ll talk to Cuinn and then we’ll come up with a plan, okay?”

      Tiercelin headed wearily for the door. Once he was gone, Talyn turned to her talons. “I want you all to go and wash, change, get some food into you. Make sure Tiercelin’s okay. Remember—we need to give the appearance everything is fine. Then come back here. We need to plan what comes next.”

      

      Talyn pushed open the door to her bedroom. Orange firelight flickered across the wooden planks of the floor, turning Jasper’s black fur bronze where he lay curled up at Cuinn’s feet. The tawncat half-rose, saw that it was Talyn, and settled back down again.

      It seemed she and Jasper had reached an accord.

      Cuinn lay on his back on her bed. His head was propped up on a pile of pillows, eyes closed. Mussed blonde hair, fallen across his forehead, moved gently with every breath. His chest was bare, the covers only drawn up to his waist, wings sprawled loosely either side of him.

      Her lip curled at what was revealed. White bandages, already with red seeping through, covered his left kidney and ribs. His left leg had been splinted and wrapped, as had his left wrist. Tiercelin had cleaned the dirt and blood from his hair and skin, but hadn’t been able to wash away the deep bruising on the right side of Cuinn’s face. One eye was badly swollen.

      He was still breathing though.

      Hesitating briefly, she closed the door behind her and quietly pulled over the room’s chair to place it by his bed. Then she sat and leaned over him, running her eyes over his injuries again, trying not to let the guilt overwhelm her.

      When her gaze reached his face, she was met by a pair of green eyes, duller than their usual luminous shade, but awake.

      She straightened instantly. “Are you feeling all right? Tiercelin just left but I can get him if you need—”

      He shook his head slightly. “I’m alive, Captain.”

      She tried not to wince at the way his voice came out in a throaty rasp. Whatever glamour he used as the Shadowhawk had vanished entirely, but even Cuinn’s features weren’t exactly as she remembered them, as if he used glamour to soften that face too.

      Talyn was suddenly and painfully aware that she was sitting beside a man she didn’t know at all. Since their very first meeting, she had considered him a spoiled, weak-willed man who cared only about enjoying himself and bedding as many women as he could.

      That whole time he’d been the Shadowhawk. Yet that had been a pretence too.

      She no longer knew what to think. All she knew was that he’d been wearing one mask or the other since she’d met him, and she knew nothing of the real man underneath.

      “I’ve been furious with you,” she admitted.

      A flicker of amusement glimmered over his battered face. “When is that not the case, Captain Dynan?”

      “No, I mean furious with the Shadowhawk.” She hesitated. “When I came back to Dock City after my father’s funeral, I stopped by your apartment, and something about being there jogged my memory… how you blended with the shadows so well.” She huffed a breath. “I thought I’d worked it out, that you were a Shadow, manipulating me this whole time.”

      He swallowed, eyes briefly flickering closed. “I don’t know how, but I’ve always been able to do it. The glamour too… they say a winged person hasn’t been born with that ability in generations. Until me.”

      “I had no idea.” She sighed, then shook her head. “Are you up for talking, or do you want me to come back later?”

      “Stay.” When he looked at her, none of the amusement and merriment she was accustomed to seeing in his face was there. “Why did you bring the Wolves after me? How did you know?”

      “I didn’t, not for certain.” She smiled. “But a few things about you had been nagging at me recently, and when Zamaril admitted you’d helped him smuggle Evani out of Montagn, and then the Shadowhawk coincidentally appeared in Darmour after an earthquake… well, it all just clicked in my head.”

      Cuinn’s eyes closed briefly. “How many of them know?”

      “Just my talons, and probably Liadin, Kiran and Lyra too—we needed their help getting you out of the mines. The rest of the Wolves think you’re horribly hungover after spending too much time in a Darmour brothel.” She sighed, heart clenching at how exhausted and in pain he looked. “We can talk about this later. Tiercelin’s gone to change and eat, but as soon as he’s back we’ll organise some of the winged healers up here to come have a look at you. We—”

      He shuddered slightly, the fear flickering over his face cutting her off. “No. You can’t.”

      “Tiercelin says you need them.” She frowned.

      “Nobody can know that I’m in this state.” He took a breath. “You can’t tell anyone.”

      She shook her head. “We don’t have a choice. You’re badly hurt, Cuinn. Tiercelin says you—”

      “Tiercelin needs to work on me himself. And even then, him knowing…” The words trailed off, and another shudder rippled through him.

      She paused. Cuinn was utterly serious—the fear on his face was unmistakable. “Explain to me why.”

      He closed his eyes for a moment, and Talyn thought he was drifting back to sleep. But then he began to speak. “I told you… that night after we were ambushed in Dock Quarter. I told you the winged folk took someone from me too.”

      “I remember,” she said softly.

      “It was my fiancé.” His voice was full of despair. “Raya. She was Goldfeather’s eldest daughter, which was a problem for Mithanis.”

      She sucked in a breath. No. “Tiercelin told me she killed herself.”

      “No.” His eyes closed again, this time in pain. “Back then, I was smarter than my brothers, a better flyer, better at alleya, and I knew it. I challenged them constantly; whether it be at sport, in lessons, in front of our mother. To me it was a game, but when I announced that I would be marrying Raya...”

      He fell silent again. Tears spilled silently from his eyes and his body had turned rigid on the bed. She knew this pain, still breathed echoes of it every day. He’d loved this girl. He’d loved her deeply.

      Cuinn lifted a trembling hand to his forehead, as if his head ached. “I was such a fool.”

      “Maybe you should rest before you…” She didn’t want him to feel this, didn’t want to force him to say it aloud.

      “You need to understand, Captain.” Cuinn’s face worked, and misery emanated from him. “Two days after we announced our betrothal, I found her hanging outside my bedroom window. It was made to look like a suicide, but Raya would never have killed herself.” His voice dropped to a tortured whisper. “Her death... it broke me. It made me afraid like I never had been before.”

      Unable to stop herself anymore, she shifted forward, taking his uninjured hand and tangling their fingers together. “You know I understand. You don’t have to say it all out loud.”

      “You told me about Sari, Captain. You found the strength to say it aloud.” His green eyes shifted to hers. “I made a choice. To save my own life, I created the façade of a playboy, a spineless fool who cared for nothing but parties and sport. I never challenged Mithanis ever again. I was careful never to show interest in ruling, to make it appear like I couldn’t imagine anything worse. Without Raya, I didn’t have the heart to do any more.”

      “But you couldn’t do nothing,” she murmured. “So you took on the mask of the Shadowhawk.”

      He swallowed, nodded.

      It all made perfect sense now. Cuinn was a Dumnorix—because despite being broken and grief-stricken, there had still been some core part of him that hadn’t been able to stand by and do nothing. So he’d become the Shadowhawk. It was his way of doing something. “I can understand that. More than you know.”

      His voice had gone faint. “When you told me about losing your partner… how brave you were to speak those words to me. I thought then that finally I’d met someone who knew my pain.”

      Their eyes met, locked. He was right. They understood each other in a way few others ever would. And it was only compounded by their shared Dumnorix blood, even though he would never know it.

      “The reason I’m telling you this...” He took a deep breath, and Talyn could see he was starting to feel pain again. Tiercelin’s work must’ve been wearing off. “You heard… you heard that man. What he said about Mithanis. He never forgot, Captain. Never. He’s always watching, checking to see that everything I do isn’t just an act. This will be an opportunity he won’t be able to resist. Most of the healers are loyal to him, so are the Falcons. It wouldn’t take much to make it look like infection set in or some other complication occurred with my healing.”

      She frowned. “Do you think he guesses that you’re the Shadowhawk?”

      “No… at least not yet. But if he is behind Vengeance, behind them trying to kill me last night, and he finds out how badly I’m hurt? He’s clever. He might put the pieces together. And then he can have me executed publicly, for all to see. My mother won’t stop him.”

      “You don’t need to worry about that,” she said firmly. “We’ll protect you. Vengeance think the Shadowhawk is dead, and we got you up here without anyone seeing how hurt you are. Besides, I’m far from convinced that man was telling the truth about Prince Mithanis.”

      “Captain, please.” Sweat beaded on his forehead. “Even if he wasn’t, Vengeance are nothing on Mithanis. His magic is powerful, more powerful than mine, and he is an unbeatable warrior. And the winged folk, all the nobles and most of the Falcons, do as he says, they’re too frightened of him to do otherwise. You know that.”

      Talyn would have been inclined to disagree, except for Mithanis’s magic. She might be a match for him in combat, but not if he employed magic against her. She had little defence against that. And he was right—so many people could get to Cuinn if he stayed here. It would be close to impossible to protect him, especially since his life would be in the hands of healers she didn’t know or trust.

      “We can’t hide you in this room forever,” she said, thinking aloud. “People are going to wonder where you are. Even if we don’t send for the healers, someone’s eventually going to see that you’ve been hurt.”

      “Then get me out of here. Please. Trust me.” His face worked as the pain began to return in full force. “Like I trust you.”

      She glanced away from him, thinking.

      “Sari?”

      “He knows Mithanis better than you. And he’s genuinely afraid.”

      “And I’m in charge of his protection,” she mused, mostly to herself.

      “Not quite what you bargained for when you came back to Mithranar?” Wry amusement filled Sari’s voice.

      No, no it wasn’t, indeed. Things had changed now, fundamentally changed. But if not here, where else would be safe? Going back to the citadel wouldn’t solve things—summer was almost over and the royal family would be returning. Cuinn wasn’t going to be in any state to appear unharmed for a long time. Weeks, at least.

      “I have an idea.”

      Talyn smiled at Sari’s suggestion, lifting her eyes back to Cuinn’s. “All right then, we’ll leave.”

      Cuinn’s whole body relaxed, and some of the pain vanished from his eyes. She stood up and returned the chair to its spot by the window.

      “But I’ll need your help.” A smile curled at her mouth. “Prince Cuinn is going to pull one of his most foolish stunts yet—he’s going to abruptly decide, while drunk, to go on a trip. Can you manage to write a letter for your mother?”

      “I can. Where… ” He winced. “Where are we going?”

      She smiled down at him, projecting reassurance with her emotions, knowing that he would be reading them. “I’m taking you somewhere safe, somewhere Mithanis won’t be able to get near you no matter how powerful he is.” Her smile widened. “I’m taking you home.”

      His eyes slid closed and she rose from the chair, almost at the door before his voice rasped out again. “Talyn?”

      “Yes?”

      “Did you come to Mithranar to hurt us?” His green gaze was clear on hers, clouded by pain, but firm in resolve. There was hurt there, too, and a hint of betrayal waiting to flood to the surface.

      “I’m here for Vengeance, and to protect you. That is all,” she said firmly, without hesitation. “I promise you.”
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      She stepped out of her bedroom to find her six talons—washed, changed and slightly brighter looking—waiting for her, the air thick with tense anticipation.

      “I talked to him. He just drifted back to sleep,” she told them.

      Theac looked at her. “You have a plan.”

      “I do.” She took a breath. “Halun, can you organise ship passage out of Darmour with a captain who knows how to keep his mouth shut?”

      The big man nodded. “Leaving when, Captain?”

      “The dawn tide tomorrow.” She raised a hand to forestall all their questions. “We’re leaving Mithranar for a time. Cuinn is afraid for his life if he stays here, and I’m inclined to agree with him.”

      A beat of silence filled the room, then Zamaril spoke. “Mithanis.”

      She looked at the healer. “Raya Goldfeather didn’t kill herself, Tiercelin.”

      “He needs proper healers.” Tiercelin rubbed at his forehead. “I don’t know if I can—”

      “He believes you can, and so do I.” She shifted her gaze to the others. “We’re going to the Twin Thrones. Cuinn will leave a letter behind for his mother, drunkenly telling her he had a whim to travel. Sparrow Island, he’ll say. Then, once we’re safely away, he can write another message to tell his mother and brothers where he’s actually gone.”

      Another thick silence. All but Andres managed to hide how insane they thought her plan was from their expressions.

      Theac glanced at the others, then back at her. “Windsong and Ravinire will be furious.”

      “What about the Wolves?” Tiercelin wanted to know.

      “You’re going to take a foreign prince to the Twin Thornes without an invitation?” Andres demanded.

      “The queen and Mithanis will lose their minds,” Corrin added.

      “I think it’s a good plan.” Zamaril crossed his arms. “The most immediate danger to Prince Cuinn is that someone learns he’s badly hurt, and that either Mithanis, or Vengeance, or both, realise that it’s a mighty coincidence that they tried to bury the Shadowhawk last night and now the prince of song is incapacitated without good explanation. Getting him clean away, where nobody can learn about his condition, is our first priority right now.”

      Halun gave Zamaril a considering look, then looked at Talyn. “I agree.”

      “I have thought about everything you just raised.” Tiredness was sinking down over her again. “But Zamaril is right. We’ll work out how to deal with Mithanis and the queen before we return.”

      Halun stood. “I’ll go down to Darmour now.”

      “Take Corrin and Kiran with you. I don’t want any of us going anywhere alone. Send Kiran back up to let us know which ship you’ve booked.”

      Halun crossed to the door, opened it, then froze. A second later, he saluted and stepped aside, opening the door further.

      Talyn’s heart plummeted as Anrun Windsong stepped inside. The winged man’s gaze took in the room, all her talons standing around, then settled on her. Who knew what his song magic was picking up. Shit. “I heard Talon Stormflight brought back an injured Wolf from the avalanche site earlier today. I wanted to come and see if they were all right. The Wolves in the mess told me you were all up here.”

      “Yes, sir.” She forced herself not to shift uncomfortably. “A mild concussion only.”

      Anrun held her gaze. “Where is Prince Cuinn?”

      “Sir, I—”

      “Save it.” Windsong lifted a hand. He didn’t look angry, or particularly put out, but there was steel in his gaze. “I’m not a fool, and I’d rather you didn’t treat me as one. The barely-concealed panic my song magic is picking up right now is not about a Wolf with a mild concussion.”

      Shit.

      She didn’t dare glance at her talons, who had all discreetly shifted to put themselves between Windsong and the bedroom door.

      “What do I do?”

      “Be honest, but don’t tell him anything.”

      Talyn straightened her shoulders, looked Windsong right in the eye. “Sir, my one and only priority is Prince Cuinn’s safety and protection. I ask that you trust me when I tell you that is what I’m doing right now. Keeping him safe.”

      “Here’s the thing, Captain, keeping Prince Cuinn safe is also my job.” Windsong stepped closer. “If you need help, ask for it.”

      “Do it. I like him. This one has more spine than Ravinire.”

      Talyn wavered. She was exhausted, no longer thinking clearly, but she’d liked Windsong from the start. And she would always and forever trust her partner. “Prince Cuinn has decided to go away for a while, he’s… grown bored up here. I can’t take all the Wolves where we’re going, but I worry about leaving them here without him or me for protection.”

      Windsong’s green eyes flicked to the bedroom door, then back to her. “I have your word that this concerns the protection of Prince Cuinn, and only that?”

      She hesitated, then plunged the rest of the way. “I believe at this moment it may save his life, sir.”

      “I assume Prince Cuinn will leave some sort of message for the queen and his elder brother to alert them to where he’s gone?” Windsong said. “Because if he doesn’t, there’s nothing that I or anyone else can do to protect you.”

      “Yes, sir, he will.” She kept her voice firm. “And we will ensure he continues to send letters to his mother to keep her apprised of his whereabouts.”

      Windsong nodded. “When asked, I will tell the queen that Prince Cuinn refused to allow the full wing of Wolves to travel with him. I, of course, could not overrule him even though I will tell her I tried. I will make sure they are protected as best I can while you’re gone. But don’t be away too long, Captain, I can’t cover for you forever.”

      “I…” She was taken aback, unsure whether to trust this unsolicited offer of help. But she really had no choice. “Thank you, sir.”

      “No thanks needed. Do your job, and ensure you are worthy of the trust I’m placing in you by allowing you to sneak out of Mithranar with our prince.” His gaze gave her no room to escape it.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Zamaril let out a long whistle once Windsong was gone. “Another queen’s man. Ravinire’s not the only one. No wonder he’s been exiled to the north all these years.”

      Talyn jolted, startled to realise Zamaril was right.

      “Enough about that,” Theac barked. “You’re leaving the Wolves here, Captain?”

      “It would be logistically impossible to take them all, let alone try and explain showing up back home with sixty foreign warriors.” She sighed. Her uncle wasn’t going to like this even without sixty Wolves travelling with her. “You’ll stay here with them, Theac.”

      His face turned thunderstorm dark. “Captain, I—”

      “I’m not arguing, it’s a direct order.” She cut him off. “You are my second, and the only person I trust to protect them while I’m gone. We both know Windsong only has limited power.”

      He glowered at her for a long moment, then gave a terse nod. “In that case, you’ll be taking all the other talons.”

      She had to smile. “Yes.”

      Halun opened the door again, Corrin close on his heels. “We’d best go organise that boat then, Captain.”

      “We’ll pack.” Andres moved to follow, practical as always. “I assume Tiercelin will fly Prince Cuinn down to the boat with the assistance of Liadin and Lyra?”

      “And Kiran.” Tiercelin frowned. “I don’t like moving him again so soon, but there’s nothing else for it.”

      “Theac.” She turned back to him. “You’ll have to make sure Liadin, Lyra and Kiran keep their mouths shut—although at this point they deserve to know the full truth if they haven’t worked it out already. And you and they will have to put on the performance of a lifetime—annoyed and upset that the prince has insisted you all stay behind while he’s gone travelling.”

      “You don’t worry about us, Captain. You worry about getting him well and bringing him back safe,” Theac said.

      “You know I will,” she said softly.

      

      Talyn, Zamaril and Andres left in the pre-dawn darkness.

      Kiran had returned at midnight to inform them that Halun and Corrin had organised passage on a ship, and Tiercelin and the other winged Wolves left soon after to fly Cuinn down.

      She hated leaving her Wolves behind without a goodbye, or even a proper explanation as to why they were leaving. Hated looking back at Theac watching them go, knowing she was going to worry about them every second she was gone. It felt like she was failing them.

      It was the right decision. She kept telling herself that. She couldn’t protect Cuinn here, not while he was hurt so badly. And she was going to protect him.

      It was a cold, clear night with only a sliver of moonlight to guide them. They moved quietly; the only noises the soft thud of boots in thick snow and ice cracking in the tree branches above them.

      On their final reserves of strength, they emerged onto the slopes above Darmour as the faint pink glow of dawn lined the horizon, heading straight for the docks without stopping and boarding before dawn’s light could reveal them to any watchful eyes.

      As the morning sun fully appeared over the horizon, the merchant ship carrying Prince Cuinn and his Wolves had weighed anchor and was setting a course for the south.

      Unlike her talons, Talyn didn’t try and sleep. She couldn’t. Instead she stood at the prow of the ship, warmed by the rising sun, trying to work out exactly what she was going to do when they arrived in Ryathl.

      “Good luck with that,” Sari said helpfully.

      “Are you going to keep making useful statements like that, or are you going to help me plan out my approach?”

      “I’m all ears, partner.”
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      On a warm, sunny morning thirteen days after leaving Darmour, their ship docked in Ryathl harbour. Talyn disembarked, leaving Cuinn and her talons on board.

      Ryathl was busy—it was the middle of a working day and the weather was warm and fine. Talyn chafed at the length of time it took her to get across the city to Callanan Tower, but at least the two Callanan warriors on guard at the main gates recognised her and let her through without challenge.

      The clerk guarding the First Blade’s office was a different story, but Talyn unhesitatingly resorted to identifying herself as Dumnorix and that immediately overrode any protests the man might have had at letting her in.

      Shia’s eyebrows lifted in astonishment when Talyn was shown in. She wasn’t sure whether it was because of the Wolf uniform she wore—she’d forgotten in her haste how that might appear to others in Ryathl—or her unannounced appearance. It was probably both.

      “Did something go wrong in Mithranar?” the First Blade asked, standing from behind her desk.

      “Sort of. I need your help, First Blade,” Talyn said without preamble.

      Shia frowned, waved Talyn to the chair by the fireplace. “If you’re in trouble, Talyn, then of course I’ll do whatever I can.”

      She ignored the chair. “It’s not like that. I’m here to ask you to brief First Shield Ceannar on your investigation into Vengeance, the work you’ve had me doing in Mithranar, all of it.”

      “I see.” Shia smoothed her Callanan cloak, her face betraying more surprise, and a deep frown. “Why would I divulge the extremely sensitive details of a Callanan investigation to the Kingshield?”

      “Because if you do, when I go back to Mithranar, I’ll organise a meeting for two of your Callanan with the Shadowhawk in Dock City. Your warriors can talk to him directly.”

      Silence thickened around them. Shia circled the chair she’d been about to sit in and returned to the one behind the desk, clearly using the time to think. “What do you know?” she asked.

      “That Vengeance is not just a criminal gang,” Talyn said. “Something I suspect you’ve known all along.”

      Shia’s mouth tightened. “What have you learned?”

      “They’ve got plenty of access to weapons and probably izerdia, but they’re not looking to trade them on the black market, are they?” Talyn held her gaze. “They’re looking to unseat the Acondors and throw Mithranar into chaos.”

      Shia didn’t answer that. “You’re certain the Shadowhawk isn’t involved?” she said instead.

      “Absolutely certain.”

      The First Blade’s sharp gaze settled on her. “If you have that sort of access to the Shadowhawk, then you’ve recruited him?”

      “No. But I assure you I can get you a meeting with him.”

      The First Blade considered that. “When?”

      “In three months.” Talyn wasn’t sure if Cuinn would be fully recovered by then, but they couldn’t afford to be gone from Mithranar any longer than that—and hopefully it wouldn’t even be that long. Three months turned from a holiday by a whimsical, indolent prince to something Mithanis would never abide.

      “Why three months?”

      “I can’t tell you that. Explaining why I’m here or why I need three months is not part of the deal.”

      Shia’s gaze fixated on hers. “You guarantee me a direct meeting with the Shadowhawk. Not only that, but the opportunity to ask as many questions as we want?”

      “Two Callanan only. But yes, I give you my word.”

      “Reckless, Tal.”

      “I need Ceannar’s help, and to get it, he needs to understand the full situation.”

      “The First Shield and nobody else,” Shia said. “Not one other Kingshield officer.”

      “Agreed.” Talyn promised. “And when I say everything, First Blade, I mean including what you’ve been holding back from me since the beginning. You want me to keep working on this, I need to know what’s going on, because I already know it’s much more than an investigation into some criminal network.”

      “You have a deal.” Shia’s assent was firm and decided.

      “Thank you,” Talyn said. “I’m going to speak with the First Shield now. I’ll let him know that you’ll be briefing him imminently?”

      “You have my word.” Shia sighed and rose to her feet, then hesitated, gaze troubled. “What you said about Vengeance being a problem. How serious?”

      Talyn let out a breath. “It’s not good.”

      “I’ll tell you everything, you and Ceannar both, like I promised. But I’ll come to you.” Shia waved a hand to forestall Talyn’s questions. “I will explain why when we speak. Where can I find you?”

      She hesitated. “For the next few days, look for me at the First Shield’s home outside the city.”

      More surprise flickered over Shia’s face, but she didn’t ask. “Talyn, are you all right?”

      Talyn softened at the genuine concern in the First Blade’s voice. “I am.”

      

      From Callanan Tower, Talyn walked several blocks to the Kingshield barracks. Ina was gone for the day, and it was the First Shield himself who opened the door, wearing a similar expression of surprise to the First Blade.

      “Sir.” She straightened her shoulders. “I need your help.”
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      The evening after they’d arrived in Ryathl, Talyn stepped out the front door of Ceannar’s home. The First Shield had been horrified to learn that the secret Dumnorix prince was on board a ship newly docked in Ryathl harbour, and even more horrified that she wanted him to host them at his home.

      In response, she’d first pointed out that he was the First Shield, and therefore duty-bound to help Cuinn—and in fact he’d started this whole thing by sending her to Mithranar in the first place—and then promised that he would be made aware of the full gravity of the situation, at which point he would be far more inclined to help.

      She was sick of being stuck in between the Kingshield and Callanan, the only one who knew the other’s secrets.

      It had taken some more persuasion, but he’d reluctantly agreed, and now all seven of them were safely ensconced at his quiet coastal home. The sea journey had been difficult on Cuinn but Tiercelin was working tirelessly on healing him, and so far he hadn’t gotten any worse.

      And now it was time to have the conversation she’d been dreading. There was no more reason to put it off.

      Zamaril waited for her at the base of the steps, the white of his uniform glowing orange in the light of dusk, standing at ease. “You wanted to see me, Captain?”

      She walked down to stand before him. “You’ve got good instincts, Zamaril, instincts I’ve relied upon to make this wing effective. When did you know he was the Shadowhawk?”

      “I didn’t, not for certain, not until I saw the realisation flash across your face,” he said. “But I’d guessed at it.”

      “Because he helped you in Montagn.”

      Zamaril gave a single nod. He was too smart not to know where this was heading, and even the fact that this was going to be as painful for her as it was for him wasn’t going to stop her.

      “Your instincts are better than most people I’ve ever met, but what you pulled in Montagn? That was inexcusable. I’m demoting you.”

      He flinched. “It was Halun’s niece, Captain.”

      “The fact you got a good outcome doesn’t excuse what you did. The risk you took, and without even consulting me, was too high. That’s not leadership, Zamaril, and until you can demonstrate to me that you have better judgement, you’ll be back in the ranks.”

      “You would have done the same thing.” He held her stare.

      “Maybe. Back when I was Callanan and all I had to worry about was my partner. But it was a decision like that that got her killed. And now that I’m captain of the Wolves? I would not have made that choice. Because it put our charge in danger. I would have found another way.”

      A thick silence lingered, then Zamaril nodded, offering a sharp salute. “Understood, Captain.”

      “Dismissed,” she said.

      He turned and strode off, heading back into the house. She lingered outside, hoping the clear night air would settle the twist of nausea in her stomach at what she’d just done.

      “It was necessary.”

      “I know.”

      “Captain.” Ceannar’s drawl sounded as he walked out towards her, hands in his pockets, looking for all the world like a man enjoying an evening stroll. “I just received a rather mysterious note suggesting the two of us might like to take a walk down to the beach.”

      Shia.

      “It’s a lovely evening for a walk,” she said.

      “Indeed.” He gave her a look.

      A cloaked Callanan stood at the end of a pebble path leading from Ceannar’s home to the beach. Long grass waved in the evening breeze and the area was deserted. Shia pushed back her hood when they came into sight, then gestured for them to follow her. Ignoring Ceannar’s increasingly pointed looks, Talyn followed Shia along the path until the roar of the ocean grew louder and the First Blade stopped in the pool of darkness cast by a tree planted where the path curved down to the sand.

      “First Blade. What a pleasant surprise,” Ceannar said.

      “First Shield.” She nodded a greeting.

      “Why all the precautions, First Blade?” Talyn asked.

      “Because I don’t want anyone knowing that I’m talking to either of you. Not a single soul.” Shia looked at Ceannar. “You’re aware we had an interest in a group in Mithranar, connected to a criminal called the Shadowhawk.”

      “Yes, I did you a rather large favour in agreeing to send Talyn there, as I recall. But I was under the impression you no longer had any interest.”

      “It’s quite the opposite,” Shia said.

      “I see.” Ceannar turned to Talyn. “You went back to Mithranar to keep working for the Callanan.”

      “Yes. And I’ve asked the First Blade to fill you in on everything she knows. To help you understand why I’ve asked for your help.”

      A serious look settled over Ceannar’s face. “Go on, First Blade. I hope you know I can be trusted.”

      There was a brief moment of silence, during which the only sounds were the crash of the nearby surf and an owl hooting as it flew overheard. Then Shia spoke, barely audible. “We have an informant in the Montagni ahara’s court. Close to him and his senior nobles and commanders.”

      Talyn rocked back on her heels, shocked and deeply impressed. “How did you manage that?”

      “Nobody knows of the informant’s existence apart from myself, Master Ranar and the king.” Shia ignored her question. “We can’t afford to risk their safety or their information by widening the circle of knowledge.”

      “Wait…” Talyn frowned, mind quickly putting the pieces together. “This is the source you have on Vengeance, on the Shadowhawk?”

      A sharp nod. “The ahara is preparing for war. He’s building up his Berserker divisions and assigning more slaves to the footsoldier regiments than usual. Building more ships too. He’s going after Mithranar—using Vengeance to create instability and a foothold. Our informant thought the Shadowhawk was their point man.”

      “Whoa…”

      “Vengeance is… you told me they were a weapons-trading criminal gang!” Talyn snapped.

      “We told you only what you needed to know to investigate them. Our informant and their information was judged too sensitive to share. And our reporting information indicates they do trade in weapons and slaves.”

      Talyn’s thoughts raced. “You think the ahara will come after the Twin Thrones next? If he takes Mithranar?”

      “It’s a serious enough possibility to worry both your uncle and I. If the ahara were to gain full control of the world’s supply of izerdia… well, you know what a critical advantage that would be in war. And with the warlord’s troubles, our footing is not as secure as it has been.”

      “Warlord’s troubles?” Ceannar asked before Talyn could.

      “There’s a rising sentiment of dissatisfaction in Firthland, about the fact Firthland bows to the Twin Thrones. It’s small, but its core is in the military.”

      “You’re seriously worried.” Talyn’s heart pounded. She’d never imagined, not even for a second, that the Twin Thrones could ever come under threat.

      “I am, especially now that you’ve essentially confirmed our concerns about Vengeance. And right now, you’re the best asset I’ve got with legitimate reason to be in Mithranar, Talyn.”

      “How did you get someone in the ahara’s court? You don’t have a presence in Montagn or Mithranar…” Realisation dawned. “But that’s why my uncle suddenly decided to establish a liaison post in the court of Arataire. To give us a presence there and confirm your informant’s reporting.”

      “Recruiting the informant was a joint mission with an Armun officer in the region,” Shia said reluctantly. “They made the initial contact, but Master Ranar has been to Montagn several times since to maintain contact.”

      Talyn frowned. “Tell me exactly what the informant said about the Shadowhawk’s connection with Vengeance.”

      “It wasn’t specific. That’s why we sent you there to try and find out more. All the informant knew is that the Shadowhawk used Vengeance’s network.”

      “He’s not one of them, First Blade, I am absolutely certain.” Talyn paused. “He can tell you himself when you meet him. Will you take my word?”

      “Yes. If you say he’s not one of them, then he’s not.” Shia sounded troubled, though. If the Shadowhawk wasn’t the point man, they were nowhere.

      “But the Shadowhawk does use others to help distribute the supplies he steals,” Talyn said. “One of those contacts could be a member of Vengeance. And what you said, about creating instability… I wish you’d told me before. I’ve been trying to puzzle out their operating practice—it lurches from murder, to assassination attempts, to coming after me and the Shadowhawk as payback for spoiling their assassination…”

      “What?” Ceannar snapped.

      “… but I was told just before leaving Mithranar that Vengeance’s goal is to create instability and overthrow the winged rulers. I had to torture one of their members to get the information out of him, and that isn’t a reliable method of interrogation. But after what you’ve just told me…” Talyn let out a breath. “It explains all of it. Take out the queen, and you have a power vacuum. Murder humans and you create the impression that the winged folk can’t keep order and simultaneously rile up the humans. Or at the very least focus the Falcon army’s attention inwards, not on an invader coming from the outside.”

      “You said they came after you—could they know you’re investigating them, that you’re ex-Callanan?” Ceannar asked with a hard look at Shia.

      “They would know I was ex-Callanan. Many in Mithranar do. And I suspect they’ve got a mercenary Shadow working for them, which means they could have found out a lot more about me.” Shit. Cold dread crept down her spine. “First Blade, are you sure the existence of your informant is locked down?”

      “Certain. The Armun who set up the contact doesn’t know it’s ongoing or the nature of information being passed to us. The Armun council doesn’t know anything either.”

      Talyn ran a hand through her hair. “Is my uncle going to warn Mithranar?”

      “He’s considering it. But the moment we tell Queen Sarana what we know, our informant is blown. They’ll be killed.”

      “This person is that close to the ahara?”

      “What they pass on to us is known to only a strict few in the ahara’s inner circles,” Shia said. “We believe he hasn’t yet shared his invasion plans with his family, let alone his court.”

      “And if we lose the informant, we lose all insight into the ahara’s plans.” Which put the Twin Thrones at risk. And her uncle’s responsibility was his kingdom, not anybody else’s.

      “If we can remove the ahara’s support network in Mithranar, we may at least stall his plans to take the country,” Shia said.

      Talyn huffed a breath, almost smiling. “You want to try giving me a task more difficult than neutralising an entire underground network while operating in a foreign country?”

      “There’s nobody else who could do it. You… I think we have a chance with you, Talyn Dynan.”

      “First Blade, have you run this plan by Talyn’s uncle?” Ceannar asked, eyebrows raised.

      Talyn waved off Ceannar’s concerns and replied to Shia. “I can’t tell you specifics, but it would ruin my cover if I went back now. In three months I’ll give you the Shadowhawk. And I’ll talk to him once I’m back too, see what he might know about Vengeance without having realised who they were before.”

      “Thank you, Talyn,” Shia said.

      “There’s something else.” Talyn hesitated. “The man who told me about Vengeance’s purpose? He implied someone was pulling their strings, leading them down the path they were on.”

      “Who?” Shia’s voice sharpened with interest.

      Talyn shook her head. “At that point he was out of his mind with pain, and from what I could tell he was one of those firmly committed to his cause, so what he said could have been made up, or just a product of delirium. But he implicated the eldest prince. Mithanis Acondor.”

      Ceannar frowned. “That doesn’t make a lot of sense. Why would a prince of Mithranar help Montagn invade his country?”

      “He wouldn’t.” Of this Talyn was certain. Mithanis wanted the throne with an overwhelming ambition that led him to hurt, cow or kill those in his way. That didn’t quite track with being the leader of a group helping Montagn overthrow his family. But still, he did have family in Montagn… her head ached with the possibilities.

      “Our informant has never mentioned the Acondors, but I’ll get Ranar to ask next time he’s there.” Shia nodded. “Come and see me if you think of anything else, Talyn. We don’t ever discuss the informant aloud again, all right?”

      “Understood, First Blade.”

      “I look forward to hearing from you before your return to Mithranar.” The Callanan disappeared in the direction of the beach. Talyn stayed where she was, allowing the thoughts to tumble through her head amidst the peace of the ocean and the night air.

      “That was all very interesting.” Ceannar broke the silence. “And concerning. But what am I missing? Why insist Shia tell me all that?”

      “Because apart from me, you’re the one person in the world who knows about Prince Cuinn’s Dumnorix blood,” she said. “You’re the one person I can count on to help me protect him. Because Vengeance went after him and nearly succeeded in killing him. And if Mithanis learned how hurt he was, he would come after Cuinn.”

      Ceannar rocked on his heels. “You’re telling me…”

      “The Shadowhawk criminal that Shia sent me to investigate is Prince Cuinn, First Shield. That’s how he got hurt. They came after us and almost succeeded in killing him.”

      The First Shield lifted a hand to run through his short-cropped hair, deep discomfort tightening his features. His eyes closed briefly and he shook his head, reluctance dripping from his voice as he spoke. “Rianna foreswore Kingshield protection for her family. She made that decision,” he said. “If I continue to protect Cuinn here, I’m going behind my king’s back.”

      “Then you should never have sent me there in the first place,” Talyn said heatedly. “You made that decision, sir, you made it my job to protect him. Don’t ask me to walk away now, because I can’t.”

      “Fair enough.” He sounded tired. “Go on back. I’m going to stay out here and think a while.”

      “Do you think he’ll kick you out?” Sari asked as Talyn began walking back towards the house.

      “No. Ceannar is Kingshield through and through, and Cuinn is a Dumnorix, no matter what choices Rianna made. And besides all that, he’s a good man.”

      “Are you going to tell Cuinn about Shia’s revelation?”

      Talyn sighed. “You heard her. I breathe a word of this, even to Cuinn, and the informant dies. Then we’re all in a lot of trouble.”

      The words were true, but what they meant… it would mean standing in front of not only Cuinn but her Wolves—men who trusted and had faith in her—and not telling them their country was under threat. That sometime soon they might be at war. While knowing the Mithranan WingGuard had no hope of holding out against the forces of the Montagni ahara.

      “What are you going to do next?”

      One step at a time. Break the problem down into pieces and tackle it that way. Talyn sucked in a deep lungful of crisp Calumnian night air. “The first priority is to get Cuinn well.”

      “And then?”

      Talyn smiled, but there was no warmth in it. “Then I go back to Mithranar and raze Vengeance to the ground.”
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      The Shadowhawk lay on his bed, eyes fixed on the patch of sky he could see outside his window. Pain throbbed through what felt like his entire body, but Tiercelin would come soon to give him something to take the pain away and let him sleep.

      Despite the pain, and the fear he would never walk again, the Shadowhawk felt freer than he ever had. He didn’t have to hide from the captain of his Wolves or his talons anymore. A smile spread across his face as her voice sounded outside his room. She was talking to Corrin, their voices not loud enough to make out what they were saying.

      The door opened as Tiercelin came in. Through the opening Talyn and Corrin were visible, standing in the hallway outside the room, conversing in low tones. When they caught him looking, Talyn flashed a warm smile while Corrin’s whole face lit up.

      Then the door closed and Tiercelin approached, pulling up a chair to begin working on him. The Shadowhawk drank what Tiercelin gave him and allowed it to calm him and ease the pain. His head fell back amongst the pillows and he allowed restful sleep to settle over him.

      His Wolves would keep him safe.
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      Everything hurt. All the time.

      Which was technically a good thing.

      The fact he could actually feel the constant aching of the slowly-healing bones in his left leg meant that the swelling around his spine was lessening. Or so Tiercelin said.

      And Cuinn trusted Tiercelin. The winged healer currently working on his leg—with a look of furious concentration on his face—had been tireless in his efforts to heal the awful wounds Cuinn had sustained from being buried in a mine cave-in while trying to escape Vengeance. Most days ended with Tiercelin’s brown skin ashen from exhaustion, his hands trembling and shoulders slumped. But he never gave up.

      Not that they’d talked in detail about what had happened yet. For days upon days, Cuinn had been unable to do anything but lie there and ride out the agonising pain, not to mention the subsequent fever and illness that came with an infection in his leg. Sometimes he thought it had only been the presence of his Wolves—their unyielding concern and determination to protect him—that had pulled him through.

      There was always one of them on guard outside his door, and those not on guard made regular appearances to bring meals and drinks for both prince and healer. Cuinn had heard Halun on more than one occasion quietly insisting Tiercelin get some rest.

      The obvious bond between the five men both warmed him and made him achingly lonely at the same time. He’d never had that. Not with anyone except Raya, and she was long gone.

      Then had come the morning when he’d felt alert enough to ask where exactly they were, curious about the scent of salt and ocean on the breeze through his window. Staying in a house owned by a friend of Talyn’s had been Tiercelin’s answer. Cuinn had yet to meet this friend, which was probably deliberate given Talyn had brought him here to hide.

      And he couldn’t ask more because she’d been gone by then—off on some important business his fevered brain hadn’t quite managed to grasp when she farewelled him—and the Wolves didn’t seem to know any more about the friend or the house. He hoped she’d be back soon. He missed her. He wasn’t worried about her though. No, that would be the height of foolishness… Talyn Dynan wasn’t a woman you worried about.

      And he was sliding back into delirium.

      Cuinn cleared his throat. “Did you ever imagine, when we were boys and I was ignoring you because you were too young to be of notice, that we’d end up here one day?” He was seeking a distraction. Herbal tea helped a little, but once the fever had faded and he’d regained his mental alertness, oftentimes conversation was the only way he could distract himself from the constant pain aching through his body. Or from thoughts of what had happened before leaving Mithranar.

      They’d come so close to death. Talyn. Her Wolves. Him. The thought tore into him each time it surfaced. And Vengeance was still out there. Still murderously angry and hungering for their twisted version of revenge.

      “Not for a second.” Tiercelin chuckled, sparing him a glance before returning his focus to where Cuinn’s leg had been broken in two places.

      A faint dizziness spread through him—the result of the healer using Cuinn’s own energy to help with the healing. Unlike other winged folk abilities, healing magic drew upon both the practitioner and the patient. It could be dangerous for both.

      “What’s the prognosis? Amputation?” He managed a smile.

      “Not at all. In fact, the bones are beginning to knit together nicely. Soon I’ll need to get you up on your feet to start rebuilding the strength in your legs.”

      A heavy silence fell over the room. Tiercelin had spoken casually, gaze still on Cuinn’s leg, but there had been a time when they both doubted Cuinn would ever walk again.

      “What you’ve done for me…”

      Tiercelin waved a hand. “My job is to protect you, Prince Cuinn.”

      “I saw something, after I was caught in the rockfall.” He frowned, trying to put words to his experience. “It felt like I went somewhere, as crazy as that sounds. Green fields. A bright blue sky—brighter than I’ve ever seen. And then it vanished. Maybe I was just hallucinating.”

      “You weren’t,” Tiercelin said softly. “I was fortunate to be able to bring you back from there. That place exists very close to death.”

      Silence filled the room as Cuinn processed the depth of what Tiercelin had done for him, the power he must have. “Tiercelin, I owe you my life. You should be head of the healers.”

      “I’ll leave that to Jystar.” Tiercelin spoke of his eldest brother—the man who’d taken the position of Mithranar’s head healer after his predecessor’s violent murder. Her killer still hadn’t been found, but had probably been Vengeance. That unspoken thought resounded through the room for a moment, but neither was willing to broach the subject. Tiercelin only smiled warmly. “I’m a Wolf.”

      Cuinn sagged back against the pillows, shifting in a vain attempt to get comfortable. Lying in bed so long meant that apart from the constant pain, there was also the growing discomfort of being unable to move or exercise.

      But Tiercelin had just told him he would walk again. Without that, he would still have been able to fly, but it would have been limited and difficult. This was everything he’d hoped for.

      He began humming under his breath, a wordless tune, but one he threaded with his song magic, telling Tiercelin in a way that words never could how grateful and relieved he was.

      The healer’s work faltered, and tears welled in his grey eyes. “You’re welcome, Prince Cuinn,” he whispered.

      

      Later that day a knock at the door woke him from a restless nap. He stared around, blinking—the room was empty. “Come in!”

      Corrin entered, bowing in a way that made Cuinn itch. “We received a letter from your brother, Your Highness. One of Captain Dynan’s Aimsir friends delivered it this morning.”

      He really wished they would all stop bowing and calling him that. He hated the title, hated that good men who’d risked their lives for him twice now felt like they had to treat him differently, like he was more important than they were. That couldn’t be further from the truth.

      “Finally. On a scale of furious to downright murderous, how bad is it?” Talyn had helped him write a letter to his family in one of his brief lucid moments after first arriving in Ryathl. It told them he’d gotten bored on Sparrow Island—where Anrun Windsong had promised to inform them Cuinn was going—and left to visit the reputedly beautiful south-eastern coastline of Calumnia. Talyn had picked one of the most expensive inns in Ryathl as a delivery address for replies, then had one of her friends check there regularly for any responses.

      Doing what he’d done without telling them—not just leaving, but visiting a foreign country without approval—was extreme, even for the selfish, indolent prince image he’d carefully cultivated. But it had been necessary. He braced himself for Mithanis’s furious words.

      “Actually, it’s from Prince Azrilan.”

      Cuinn winced. “Worse than downright murderous, then. Mithanis must have been too rigid with fury to manage a coherent word.”

      Corrin cleared his throat, stifling a smile. “Prince Azrilan commends your desire to travel, but suggests it’s time to return home.”

      “How polite of him.” Cuinn winced as a cramp stabbed through his right calf. “I suppose we’d best write back.”

      “Later, Your Highness.” Corrin hadn’t missed his wince. “When you feel better.”

      He huffed a pain-edged laugh. “I ache, I hurt and I feel ill most of the time because I have to eat, even though I’m not hungry because I can’t move from this bed. Let’s just get the letter written—see if we can’t stall Mithanis from doing something annoying like coming after me.”

      “I’ll get some parchment and quill.”

      “Any word from Captain Dynan?” He’d prefer Talyn’s help with the letter. He’d prefer she was there irrespective of the letter, actually, because he missed her. More than was good for him. But there it was.

      “Not yet. Though I expect she’s reached Port Lathilly by now on that amazing horse of hers.” He smiled. “I’m glad she’s gotten the opportunity to visit with Sari’s husband and son.”

      That’s right. She’d gone to see Roan and Tarquin. Cuinn promptly relinquished his desire for her to return, hoping she’d take as long as she needed.

      “What about Theac? And your mother and sisters?” Corrin had filled him in on Theac’s engagement to his mother and he was delighted for both men.

      “Just one letter from Theac. He’s as grumpy as always, but I think he worries about us,” Corrin said. “He says everything is fine back home, and Evani is settling into life in Dock City well.”

      “Jasper hasn’t eaten anyone yet?” A wave of mournfulness washed through him. He understood Talyn’s decision to leave Jasper behind—that with Cuinn so sick and unable to control the tawncat he was a danger to others—but he missed him badly. Cuinn no longer doubted any of the old stories about the creatures of the forest under the citadel possessing an uncanny intelligence. Not only had Jasper somehow known Cuinn was in trouble after Vengeance had ambushed him, the tawncat had tracked him down, killed his guard and then led Talyn and the Wolves to him after he’d been cornered.

      He didn’t understand it. Couldn’t explain it. But it didn’t matter. Jasper was his friend, and that was all he cared about. He shook himself, trying to dislodge his sadness. “Have Theac and your mother set a date for the wedding?”

      Corrin smiled. “Mam would like it to be soon, but I don’t want all the preparations left to her while I’m away. So, we’re thinking a month after we return. Mid-Sevenmonth. Hopefully before the rains of monsoon season start proper.”

      “Bring extra parchment,” Cuinn said. “You’ll write to her and Theac today and confirm that date. I’ll be home by then, Corrin. I promise you.”

      Corrin bowed. “I’ll be back shortly, Your Highness.”

      Corrin’s footsteps moved away and Cuinn sank back against the pillows, closing his eyes and trying to breathe through the pain, summoning the energy he’d need for writing the letter.

      He would have to begin working even harder on his recovery. He had to get well so he could go home before Mithanis started asking too many questions. His brother wouldn’t tolerate anything that might seem like a threat to his power, his influence, or his right to be named their mother’s heir. If he even started to suspect Cuinn was up to anything but partying in a foreign country…

      And then there was what the dying Vengeance man had said, that the prince of night was pulling their strings, helping them sow chaos in Dock City in a bid to overthrow the winged rulers.

      If that was true, Mithanis was an even greater enemy than he’d ever imagined. Not to mention that amidst the fever and pain he also remembered Talyn telling him she’d promised the Callanan a conversation with the Shadowhawk back in Mithranar. The details were hazy—something about a deal she made—but he trusted the reason was a good one.

      Dealing with any of that seemed so far beyond his capability the thought made him ill. He would take it one step at a time. Tiercelin would make him well again.

      And he wasn’t completely alone anymore.
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      Laughter and raucous conversation filled the room as Talyn made her way between the crowded tables, part of her keeping an eye on where she was walking, the other part seeking out and noting the locations of the Kingshield guards discreetly posted around the inn.

      Ariar Dumnorix, Horselord of the Aimsir, sat at a table at the back of the room, booted feet resting on the wooden surface beside his hat, chair leaning back dangerously. His tangled blonde curls glinted red in the light of the lantern above his head and his luminous Dumnorix eyes flashed bright blue with laughter at something one of his companions—judging from their motley attire and the hats scattered over the table, they were his Aimsir captains—said. When he saw her approaching, his eyes shone even brighter, and he swung his legs off the table and stood up in one smooth movement. “Cousin!”

      “Ariar.” She grinned, allowing him to sweep her into a bone-crushing hug. Several years older, he was nonetheless her favourite Dumnorix relative. She suspected the feeling was mutual.

      “Six thrices, what brings you here? I thought you were in Mithranar.”

      “Can we talk?”

      His bright smile faded. Within moments, he’d spoken to his companions and led her out to the inn’s back deck, where his Kingshield guard made quick work of clearing out those enjoying Port Lathilly’s fading summer warmth. The view from the deck took in the city sloping down towards the clogged harbour, the lanterns of the guards manning the city’s wall bobbing back and forth. Such a familiar sight. It hurt less than it once had, but the bittersweet ache was still there.

      “What happened?” Ariar demanded once they were alone. “Are you all right?”

      “I ran into a bit of trouble in Mithranar,” she said. “The gang I’ve been investigating there—they call themselves Vengeance—came after me and the Wolves.”

      He frowned. “It was bad enough you had to come home?”

      She sucked in a breath. The last thing she wanted to do was lie to her cousin, but there were secrets that weren’t hers to share. “I’m here with my talons, partly because we needed to get out of Mithranar for a while.”

      “You’re holding back.” He said it without accusation.

      “I am, and I’m sorry. I can’t tell you the full truth of why I’m here, but you remember the conversation we had after my father’s funeral? About sharing what we know?”

      “I do.” His blue eyes were sober, trusting her. “Tell me what you can.”

      “I connected Vengeance to the assassination attempt on Queen Sarana and a series of murders in Dock City. Did the First Blade pass that on to you?”

      Ariar nodded. “She did. Along with something about political murders and the gang somehow acquiring a Shadow mercenary. I’d have doubted what I heard if it hadn’t come from you, Cousin.”

      “I’m aware of how it sounds.” She huffed a breath. “They came after me and my Wolves. We turned the tables on their ambush and questioned one left alive.” His screams of pain were seared in her memory, but what burned even deeper was the information he’d shared. A lot of it hadn’t made sense, but one particular piece had. “He told me Vengeance’s purpose was to sow discord and discontent in Mithranar.”

      “For what purpose?”

      “Overthrowing the winged rulers.” She lifted a hand. “Before you ask, all I could get out of him was that someone was pulling their strings, giving them resources, tactical advice, that sort of thing.”

      Ariar’s face turned grim. “Who?”

      “He named Prince Mithanis. But that doesn’t quite fit for me. His one and only ambition is to be the next king of Mithranar, and he doesn’t need to overthrow his mother to do that. He’s essentially guaranteed to be named heir. He just has to bide his time to inherit a stable country.”

      “Maybe he’s impatient. Sarana is still relatively young, no?”

      “Maybe, but Mithanis is already powerful and influential, and he’s an impulsive, angry man.” That was Cuinn’s take on his eldest brother, and what she’d seen of him fit with that.

      “So not patient enough to tiptoe around with a long-term play like this?” Ariar said. “You’re worried, aren’t you? Whatever you know that I don’t, it makes you concerned.”

      She sighed, wishing she didn’t have to keep it from him. Her information would make a lot more sense to Ariar if she could tell him that a Callanan informant had reported Montagn was using Vengeance to lay the groundwork for an invasion of Mithranar. Only the fact that her uncle hadn’t passed the information on stopped her. She had to follow her king’s wishes on this. “Yes. Have you learned anything more here?”

      “I wish there was something I could tell you.” Ariar ran a frustrated hand through his curls. “We hit a dead end on tracking the brigands that killed your father, and Ranar and his Callanan haven’t found any more leads on the Montagni we arrested in the mountains.”

      “Brigand activity is still unusual?” she asked.

      He let out a long breath. “It’s quiet. Quieter than it’s been in a long time. Most of my captains think it’s a response to their attack on your parents—that they’ve withdrawn until the fallout has died down.”

      That made sense. But Ariar didn’t look convinced. Still—she didn’t see how brigand activity could be connected to Montagn’s intention to invade Mithranar.

      “You said your talons are in Ryathl. Did you ride all the way here just to tell me that?” he asked, changing the subject.

      “I wanted to see Roan and Tarquin too,” she said, looking away.

      Sari roused. “Liar.”

      In the day following their arrival in Calumnia, Talyn had constantly doubted her decision to take Cuinn such a long way from Mithranar’s winged healers. She still did. His injuries had taken a terrible toll and the rough sea journey hadn’t helped matters. Infection had set into his broken leg, leaving him feverish and ill.

      Tiercelin had repeatedly insisted Cuinn needed fully trained and more experienced winged healers. But Cuinn’s fear of his brother was as real and true as anything she’d ever seen before, and so Talyn had reluctantly conceded to his wishes to remain.

      And then, abruptly, it had been too much. Too much guilt and worry and anxiety. Not to mention the heavy weight of all the secrets she was keeping. Mithranar was in danger and she couldn’t tell Cuinn, couldn’t tell anyone. Sari’s loss still tore at her every day, not to mention the more recent loss of her father, and her guilt over Cuinn being hurt so badly on her watch was too much like the guilt she still carried over her role in Sari’s death.

      “It’s not the same, Tal. He actively hid his identity from you. You didn’t have all the information you needed to protect him properly,” Sari said. “And my death wasn’t your fault.”

      She knew. Finally, she had accepted that, but healing remained a process.

      “And if you hadn’t worked it out, if you hadn’t gone into those mines after the Shadowhawk, he’d be dead now.”

      “And if he hadn’t thrown me clear of the rockfall—”

      “He saved you.” Sari’s warm approval filled her up, making her smile. “You know, having a new partner wouldn’t be—”

      “No!” Talyn said it so savagely that Sari disappeared as if she’d never been there. The idea of having a new partner was unthinkable, utterly, utterly unthinkable.

      “Talyn?” Ariar sounded puzzled.

      “Sorry.” She managed a smile. “It was a long ride here, I drifted off for a moment.”

      “Then go and get some rest. Are you staying with Roan?”

      “Yeah, just for a week or two. I’ll have to get back soon.”

      “Come and see me again before you leave. I’m going to be here in the city for a while given how quiet brigand activity has been lately.” He sighed. “At least it gives us some breathing space to plan more strategically. I’d like to get rid of them once and for all.”

      Talyn pushed off the railing and gave him an affectionate punch in the arm. “If anyone could do that, you could. It’s good to see you, Ariar.”

      “You too, Cousin.”

      

      Sari stirred as Talyn strolled through the winding streets of Port Lathilly towards Roan’s home, enjoying the warm air and the sea breeze rifling through her long hair.

      “I miss nights like this,” Sari said, then, “I think you should have told Ariar about the Callanan informant.”

      “If the Montagni ahara found out this person was informing to the Callanan, they’d be dead in a heartbeat. And then we’d lose all insight into the ahara’s plans. It’s my uncle’s decision to tell Ariar, not mine.”

      “And Cuinn?”

      “I can’t tell him for the same reason. He would want to warn his mother, and if Montagn learned that Mithranar was preparing for an invasion… the informant would be in danger.” An edge of frustration filled her voice.

      “I suppose. What are you going to do if Montagn invades Mithranar?”

      “It’s not going to come to that. I’m going to go back and take out Vengeance.”

      “Which might stall the ahara’s plans. But it’s not going to stop them.”

      Talyn didn’t reply. Sari was right. But she didn’t have an answer to Sari’s original question. She should. Her answer should be an unequivocal confirmation that she would return home to the Twin Thrones to do whatever she needed to do to help protect her family, her home, in case Montagn’s ambitions spread wider than just Mithranar.

      But those words… family… home… they didn’t just mean the Twin Thrones and the Dumnorix to her. Not anymore.

      

      Almost a fortnight later, Talyn returned from taking Tarquin on a long ride outside the city to find Ariar leaning casually against the back gate of Roan’s home, holding a piece of folded parchment in his hand.

      “This can’t be good,” she said, reaching down to take the letter. The seal had been broken, but the crossed swords pressed into the amber-coloured wax was still visible.

      “We’ve been summoned,” he said, sparing a wink for Tarquin. Sari’s son beamed.

      “Sh…oes,” Talyn muttered, only just catching herself from swearing in front of the boy. “When did this arrive?”

      “This morning. Aimsir courier—one of my fastest scouts based in Ryathl.” Ariar sighed. “A clear sign we’re expected back just as quickly.”

      They headed into the back garden, and Ariar helped Tarquin jump down before Talyn slid out of the saddle.

      “Can I rub her down?” Tarquin asked eagerly.

      Talyn glanced at FireFlare—the mare seemed relaxed enough after a long gallop, and she’d been around the boy all day. “Sure. Just remember what I told you. Don’t stand behind her, and she doesn’t like sudden movements.”

      “I’ll be careful, I promise.”

      “You’ll have him wanting to be an Aimsir next.” Roan appeared from inside the house, paint flecking his shirt and trousers. He straightened abruptly when he realised who was with her. “Your Highness, I’m sorry, I wasn’t expecting you.”

      “Nothing wrong with your boy becoming an Aimsir.” Ariar chuckled. “It’s good to see you, Roan. I’m afraid I’ve come to steal my cousin away.”

      “A summons from the family.” Talyn scowled, showing Roan the letter.

      “Oh dear.” He made a sympathetic face.

      “We’ll leave in the morning.” She glanced up at Ariar for his agreement, then crumpled the parchment and tossed it into the garden.

      “Would you like to stay for dinner, Lord Ariar?” Roan asked. It wasn’t an unusual occurrence. Back when Sari had been alive, Ariar had occasionally joined them for dinner. Still, it made Roan awkward, and Ariar knew it.

      “I’m honoured that you ask, but unfortunately I have dinner scheduled with Lord Seinn’s regional lackey this evening. No doubt he wants to complain once again about his supplies not receiving enough protection when travelling through the mountains.” Ariar made a face.

      Talyn grinned without guilt. “That sounds delightful. We’ll be thinking of you.”

      “Your empathy warms me, Cousin. I’ll be here at dawn to collect you,” Ariar said. “Bye Roan. Tarquin—you’re doing an excellent job there, lad.”

      The boy lifted his hand in an excited wave as Ariar left, closing the gate behind him.

      Talyn looked at Roan. “Pasta for dinner?”

      He grinned and wrapped an arm around her shoulders to give her a brief hug. “It’s been great, having you stay.”

      “It might be a while before I can do it again.” Once she was back in Mithranar, she’d be going after Vengeance with everything she had. Her life there was dangerous—not only because of Vengeance—and it was going to become even more so.

      And no way would she be walking away from Cuinn’s protection for long trips back to the Twin Thrones. Not now that she knew who he was.

      “We’re not going anywhere.” His voice was tinged with sadness, but he smiled as he tossed her a tomato. “Now, start chopping.”

      So she did, part of her focus on making sure she didn’t cut her finger slicing tomatoes, the rest thinking furiously on what could have prompted such an urgent summons for her and Ariar to travel back to the capital.
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      Cuinn grunted with effort, the muscles of his right arm trembling as he braced almost all his weight on the wooden crutch Halun had carved for him.

      But he was on his feet, both of them.

      Tiercelin’s smile was wide. “Now take a step, Your Highness. Just a little one.”

      Gathering himself, Cuinn leaned his weight on his right, uninjured leg, and tried to step forward with his left. It was unbelievably hard, using what felt like all his remaining strength, but he managed a sliding half-shuffle.

      “One more.”

      Cuinn took a breath, and with a grunt of pain, tried again. His breath escaped him in heavy pants and sweat slicked his skin, just from two little steps. He kept his wings half-furled, using them to help his balance, thanking everything his use of them hadn’t been affected by his injuries. Pain flared sharp and unrelenting through his leg.

      But he was walking. With most of his weight on the crutch, yes. But walking.

      Applause burst out from where Halun stood guard at the door. The big man’s wide smile stretched the slave tattoo across his left cheek. As usual, he didn’t need words to convey what he was thinking.

      He managed a faint smile for Halun before returning his attention to Tiercelin.

      “Two more steps,” the healer instructed. “Then back to bed. I’ll work on your leg, then we’ll do it again in a few hours. We’ll increase the distance every day.”

      “I’ll do whatever you tell me to,” Cuinn promised. Despite the pain, despite the exhaustion that left nausea curling his stomach.

      Because they all knew the deadline they were working to. They had to be back in Mithranar before his departure stretched too long and Mithanis started to wonder what was really going on. And he had to be healthy enough to talk to two Callanan warriors. If they were anywhere near as fierce and intelligent as Talyn, his performance was going to have to be flawless.

      “One step at a time,” Tiercelin urged. “Two more steps today. Let’s go.”

      Cuinn gritted his teeth, took a breath, and forced himself to take another step.

      And another.

      One step at a time.

      

      A half-turn later, when he was collapsed on his bed, sick with exhaustion, pain throbbing through every single muscle in his body, a knock sounded at the door. He called out, and Corrin and Andres filed in. Both wore bright smiles.

      “Halun told us you were on your feet.” The normally professional Andres forgot to address him by title in his excitement. Even his perfect soldier’s stance was ruined as he shifted from foot to foot.

      “And Tiercelin says he’s astonished at your recovery,” Corrin added, for once looking just like the young man he still was. “He says there are few people who have the strength for what he’s been putting you through.”

      “Tiercelin is full of it,” Cuinn said, but some of his pain momentarily faded. “Should I expect Zamaril to burst in here any moment with trumpets and a song?”

      Corrin chuckled. “He’s on guard right now, but I’m sure he’ll be in later.”

      “In the meantime, we have something we thought might help.” Andres opened the door wider and gestured for whoever was outside to come in.

      Two servants appeared, lugging a harpsichord between them. Cuinn stared as they carried it over to a spot by the windows.

      Corrin cleared his throat. “We thought now that you’re up and about you might like to play a bit, have something to fill your time when Tiercelin’s not in here.”

      “It belongs to Lady Carmalla.” Ever polite, Andres still refused to call her by her first name. Cuinn assumed she must be the friend of Talyn’s whose house he was staying in. “But she didn’t mind us moving it in here—she says she rarely uses it.”

      “I…” Cuinn cleared this throat, tears welling in his eyes. Music. They’d brought him music. In some ways that was even more wonderful than being able to walk again. “You have no idea. Thank you. And please thank Lady Carmalla too.”

      Corrin bowed. “We’ll leave you to rest. We’re all going to start leaving our windows open though, hoping to catch the music when you play.”

      Cuinn laughed. “In that case, I’ll play loudly.”

      Both men left, closing the door quietly behind them. There was a movement at one of the windows, then Zamaril stuck his head in. “No trumpets and a song from me, but if you’d like to play while I’m on guard duty, I won’t be complaining, Your Highness.”

      “Noted, Zamaril.”

      “Oh, and congratulations on the walking thing.”

      Zamaril disappeared before Cuinn could reply, and he sank back on his bed. He still felt sick and sore. But there was a smile on his face despite all that.

      He’d work as hard as he needed to, no matter the pain.

      So that he could go home. With Talyn and these Wolves at his back, knowing everything that he was… well, there were things he might be able to do that he couldn’t before.

      He must have drifted into a doze because the next thing he knew he was opening his eyes to the shadows of dusk sliding across the room. A knock sounded at the door, presumably what had woken him.

      “Come in.” He hated the grogginess in his voice and braced himself for the pain from his leg as he pushed himself up against the pillows so that he was sitting rather than lying.

      The door opened to reveal an unfamiliar man wearing a familiar black uniform. Crossed swords depicted from a hundred amber stars were stitched into the dark material over his heart, and a sheathed sword hung from his waist. He was older, maybe his mother’s age, with greying hair and rough-edged features.

      For a moment he froze, then remembered he was in hiding and summoned his languid prince demeanour. “You’re Kingshield,” Cuinn said lazily. “One of Talyn’s friends?”

      The man’s mouth twitched, like a smile was trying to escape. “I’m First Shield of the Kingshield, yes. And this is my house you’re staying in.”

      Horrified, Cuinn dropped the act and sat up even straighter, then winced as pain shot through his leg. “I’m so sorry, Sir. I didn’t mean to—”

      “A prince apologising to a soldier?” the man asked dryly. “Wonders never cease.”

      Again he hesitated, but if Talyn trusted this man enough to bring Cuinn here, then Cuinn probably didn’t need to pretend around him. Besides, if he wanted the First Shield to keep hosting him, it would be best not to antagonise him by acting like a spoiled idiot. “You’ve given me shelter and safety, sir. I owe you a lot more than an apology.”

      “You really mean that.” The First Shield settled himself on a chair near the bed, gaze thoughtful. “Interesting. I’m Lark Ceannar, and you’re Prince Cuinn Acondor. Let’s at least pretend to adhere to the rules of rank and propriety and have you call me by my name.”

      Puzzlement nagged at him once his shock began to fade. Surely Talyn had actual friends she could have requested help from—like the Aimsir collecting his mail—so why had she brought him to the First Shield’s home? “All right.”

      “Talyn is on her way back,” Ceannar said. “I wanted to let you know, and to meet you properly. I’ve been weighing up whether I should or not.”

      Unease. Reluctant admiration. Guilt. All three emotions were coming off Ceannar, who was presumably unaware of Cuinn’s song magic. “Why?”

      “Your Wolves tell me that you’re back on your feet.” Ceannar didn’t answer the question. “They’re a fierce lot, aren’t they?”

      “They aren’t mine, they’re hers,” Cuinn said bluntly. “And they protect me because it’s what she wants.”

      Ceannar’s eyes narrowed. “I watched them training the other day. They’re as good as any Kingshield guard under my command. Was that sabai I saw them using? The First Blade would have a fit if she knew.”

      Cuinn wasn’t sure how to respond to that. “I’d like to thank you, for giving me shelter. I promise I’ll be gone as soon as I can.”

      “Much like your Wolves, I agreed to shelter you here because it’s what Talyn Dynan wanted.” Ceannar rose abruptly to his feet. “It was nice to meet you, Prince Cuinn.”

      “And you, First Shield.”

      Cuinn’s puzzled gaze remained on the door well after it had closed behind Lark Ceannar. The First Shield didn’t want him here, that was clear, but less clear was why. He hadn’t sensed any dislike from the man, only uneasiness and guilt.

      Whatever the reason, it didn’t matter. Cuinn wanted to be gone too. Out of this room and this bed and back to his home where the air was too thick and the dawn smelled like flowers. Where he could wait until his full health returned, until Mithanis calmed down from his inevitable fury, and then...

      Well, then he could go back to helping his people.
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      By the time FireFlare’s hooves flew down the northern road into Ryathl, Greylord and Ariar matching them stride for stride, Kingshield vainly trying to keep up behind, Talyn had been away from Cuinn and her talons for just over a month.

      The promise she’d made to the First Blade of the Callanan—a meeting with the Shadowhawk in Dock City in return for telling the First Shield everything about Vengeance and Montagn—loomed large in her mind, the source of the anxiety crawling under her skin.

      Cuinn had looked so ill when she left… would he be healed enough to return to Mithranar in time, and, even more importantly, would he be strong enough to use his glamour? She couldn’t reveal to the First Blade that the Shadowhawk and Prince Cuinn of Acondor were one and the same man. That was a secret too deadly for anyone to learn. Too many already knew.

      But worrying wasn’t going to help anything, and in the meantime, she had a direct summons from the king to deal with, so she put her anxiety about tightening timeframes aside and focused on the coming meeting with her family.

      Which quickly replaced the anxiety with a rush of guilt.

      Her father had been killed only a few months earlier, and his sudden death had been a devastating blow for her and her mother. Talyn had never seen Alyna as lifeless as she had been in the days surrounding Trys Dynan’s funeral. Afterwards, her mother had made a formal return to the Dumnorix family and the court of the Twin Thrones.

      The Dumnorix protected their own fiercely, and Alyna would have been well supported in the months since Trys’s death, but having her daughter nearby would have made things easier too.

      Yet Talyn had gone back to Mithranar after the funeral, only to walk straight into a trip to the SkyReach and an attempt on her and the Shadowhawk’s lives—in the process realising that the Shadowhawk was actually Prince Cuinn Acondor, third prince of Mithranar and distant Dumnorix relative.

      She huffed a breath, torn between guilt and relief that she would get to go back to Mithranar soon. That was the life she wanted, the life she was learning to live again without Sari. She didn’t have a Callanan partner at her back anymore, a best friend who knew her every thought and shared her every burden. But she did have six Wolf talons and a Shadowhawk. And sixty other Wolves who were loyal and fierce and good-hearted.

      “Good exchange, I say.”

      “You would.” Talyn paused. “I’d take back what we had without hesitation, Sari.”

      “But you don’t need to,” she said cheerfully. “You had me for all those years, and now you get them too.”

      That was one way of looking at it. A way that, admittedly, was becoming easier to think about accepting.

      

      Despite how unequivocal Aethain’s note had been about Talyn and Ariar coming to Ryathl this very instant, Talyn was nonetheless astonished to find two Kingshield guards posted at the northern city gate waiting for them. Greylord was half a stride ahead as Ariar and Talyn reined in, sharing a look of mingled surprise and annoyance.

      “He didn’t?” Ariar greeted Noar, a man Talyn had once trained with, with a look of horror.

      “I’m afraid His Grace did, Horselord.” Noar saluted respectfully. “Two of us are posted at each of the city gates. We’re to ask you to go straight to the palace without stopping.”

      The second Kingshield had already vanished, presumably running to the palace to inform the king of the Twin Thrones that Talyn and Ariar had arrived.

      “I’m so sorry.” Talyn’s face burned with embarrassment. Kingshield guards were elite fighters—drawn from across the Twin Thrones’ various fighting forces—not babysitters. “It can’t have been fun standing here all this time just waiting for us.”

      “It hasn’t been too bad.” He gave an amiable shrug in the way only an ex-Aimsir could. “And loitering here is a nice break from drill.”

      “We’ll go straight to the palace,” she promised.

      Noar saluted, shot her a grin, then jogged off in the direction of the Kingshield barracks.

      “Go after him and get yourselves some food and rest,” Ariar called to the captain of the Kingshield detail milling behind them, before turning to Talyn and lowering his voice. “What did Uncle think we were going to do, stop at a brothel on the way to the palace?”

      Her laugh was half-hearted. “I hope nothing bad has happened.”

      His face turned serious as they urged their horses into the Ryathl city streets. “Me too. Something is going on, though.”

      “It can’t be anything good,” Sari said dubiously.

      Talyn’s stomach knotted. She couldn’t agree more.

      

      Tall and austere, long raven hair flowing down her back, Alyna Dumnorix stood waiting as Talyn and Ariar were waved through the front gates and into the wide, circular courtyard of the Ryathl palace. Three Kingshield guards hovered protectively nearby, causing Talyn to lift an eyebrow in surprise as she slid out of the saddle—her mother had always refused having her own Kingshield detail.

      Alyna’s gaze raked over Talyn before the coolness faded from her face and she smiled and opened her arms.

      “Mama.” Talyn hugged her tightly. “I’m sorry, I probably don’t smell great, we’ve been on the road for days.”

      “Ah. You’re going with smelling bad over ‘so sorry I came home and didn’t visit you straight away’?” Alyna raised an eyebrow in a mirror image of her daughter. The only difference was the colour of their eyes—dark violet versus deep sapphire.

      Talyn winced. “I’m sorry about that too,” she said, meaning it. “But you know I wouldn’t have left without visiting you.”

      “Alyna, lovely to see you.” Ariar swept in, neatly saving Talyn from the awkwardness. A chuckle escaped her mother as she hugged Ariar.

      “How are you, Mama?” Talyn asked once they’d broken apart.

      “Getting along well enough.” Alyna linked their arms together and Ariar fell into step with them. “You were with Roan and Tarquin?”

      “I was.” Talyn jerked her thumb in Ariar’s direction. “And this one.”

      “You’re forgiven.” Alyna squeezed her arm. “You look better, Talyn. Truly.”

      You don’t. It was on the tip of Talyn’s tongue, but she swallowed the words. Her mother’s skin was drawn taut over her cheekbones and shadows lingered under her violet eyes, suggesting she wasn’t sleeping. But if there was anything more soul-destroying, more painful, than losing a Callanan partner, it was probably losing a beloved husband. Her mother needed time. Time and love. So Talyn simply squeezed back. “I assume we’re going to see Uncle. What in six thrices is going on?”

      Alyna’s mouth twitched. “He’s in a lather to see you both, but I haven’t a clue why.”

      Who had told any of them about Talyn’s arrival in Ryathl? It must have been the First Blade. Or maybe some of the Kingshield guards who’d spotted her at the barracks when she’d visited Ceannar on their arrival from Mithranar had talked and it had gotten back to one of the Dumnorix.

      “I didn’t rat you out.” Ariar lifted his hands in the air when she turned a questioning gaze on him.

      Alyna fixed Talyn with a look. “After we’ve seen Aethain, I hope you’re planning on filling me in on what’s going on with you and why you’re here?”

      Talyn hesitated, and her mother didn’t miss it. Her voice transitioned from lightly amused to demanding in the space of a heartbeat. “Talyn? What’s going on?”

      “Let’s just see what Uncle wants, and we can talk about it later.”

      “We’d better.” Alyna’s tone left no room for argument.

      

      They were shown into the king’s presence immediately. The speed of it could be explained by the fact they were family, but Talyn was certain that wasn’t it. You didn’t post the Kingshield to every gate in the city just because you were keen to know the instant your relatives arrived.

      Aethain Dumnorix was alone in his private sitting room, and he rose to meet them, dismissing both Kingshield guards inside the room with a sharp gesture. “Talyn, Ariar, thank you for coming so quickly. It’s good to see you.”

      “And you.” Ariar hugged him. “You’ve got us in a fervour of anticipation, Aethain. This is the first time I can remember actually wanting to be in Ryathl.”

      Aethain shifted his gaze to Talyn. “I’d have hoped to see you sooner.”

      She winced at the soft rebuke. “I’m sorry, Uncle.”

      “What’s this about, Aethain?” Alyna asked, sounding impatient.

      The king’s amber gaze lingered on Talyn’s mother, and then Ariar, for a long moment before he seemed to come to a decision and waved them all to chairs by the unlit fireplace. Before taking his own seat, he crossed to the open windows allowing in the summer breeze and closed them both. Talyn observed this behaviour with growing unease.

      “Where’s Aeris?” she asked after Aethain’s son, trying to stall.

      “Or Allira and Soar?” Ariar added, naming the remaining members of the Dumnorix family. “This is starting to feel suspiciously like a family meeting.”

      “Aeris left for Samatia last month. He’ll be fostered with Warlord Hadvezer for the next few years. Allira travelled with him for company, and Soar is occupied on another matter.”

      Ariar’s gaze shifted to Talyn, then Alyna, before he leaned against the fireplace instead of taking a chair. “Sober tone of voice noted, Uncle. I’ll put my serious hat on. Tell us why we’re here.”

      Aethain didn’t prevaricate, but merely shifted his gaze to Talyn. “My summons to you and Ariar was prompted by a visit from Lark Ceannar.”

      “Oh, shiiiiii—”

      Talyn cut off Sari’s voice as she fought to keep a straight face. Ceannar had told the king who Cuinn was—there was no other reason her uncle would have summoned her and Ariar so precipitously. Or why he had dismissed his guards from the room and closed all the windows before having this conversation.

      She should have seen this coming.

      “He explained everything to me,” Aethain continued. “Including why multiple First Shields have kept the knowledge secret.”

      “Everything as in the Shadowhawk thing too?” Sari’s voice wondered.

      “Shush!”

      “Dare I ask?” Alyna glanced between them, eyebrows raised.

      “You wanted to know what was going on with me,” Talyn muttered, struggling to meet either of their gazes. “He’s about to tell you.”

      “The youngest prince of Mithranar is a Dumnorix,” Aethain said. His voice remained mild, but Talyn inwardly winced in anticipation of what was coming. “One with an arguably stronger claim to the Twin Thrones than mine. Talyn, I understand Ceannar’s motives, and those of the First Shields before him, but I want you to explain right now why you didn’t come to me the moment you were told.”

      She tried not to shift in her seat, tried to ignore Ariar staring open-mouthed at her, but failed utterly. “The First Shield swore me to secrecy.”

      “You are not Kingshield and haven’t been for months,” Aethain said flatly, voice cold and angry now. “You are Dumnorix, you are family. It was your duty to come to me with this. You are no fool, and you know the implications of it as well as I do—for me, and my son.”

      “Uncle…” Talyn started, stopped, took a breath. “Ceannar’s reasons for the information being kept secret seemed reasonable, and I didn’t feel like I was in a position to decide that the information should be shared.”

      “You are Dumnorix. That is all the position you need.”

      “Not really.” Talyn bore up under his withering glare. “Mama left everything but the name, and that carried to me. I am only a warrior. I hold no influence, decision-making power or status at court.”

      “Cousin,” Alyna spoke, saving Talyn from whatever response Aethain was about to make—it didn’t look like a particularly happy one. “Will you explain this properly to Ariar and I? I don’t understand.”

      “Yes. I’m utterly intrigued.” Ariar’s eyes were bright. “A secret cousin?”

      “I think Talyn knows it best of all.” Aethain’s jaw tightened. “Explain.”

      Straightening her shoulders, she told her mother and Ariar everything Ceannar had relayed about Cuinn’s bloodline, leaving out only his identity as the Shadowhawk. If Ceannar hadn’t passed that on to Aethain, then she judged it safer for Cuinn to keep that a secret. By the time she’d finished, Alyna’s face was white with shock. “So that’s why you were sent to Mithranar by Lark? Not for the Callanan, but to protect this prince.”

      “Actually no.” She wanted to tell as much truth as she could. “The Callanan mission was real—they wanted me to investigate a criminal there. By fortunate timing, the queen of Mithranar reached out to Uncle and the First Shield to request a Kingshield liaison in Mithranar to train their WingGuard in protection. The Callanan request provided a good cover for the First Shield to agree.”

      “Who else knows about this?” Alyna asked.

      “Cuinn’s mother, the queen. I think she’s always known about Cuinn’s relationship to us.” Talyn swallowed, wincing in anticipation of their reaction. “Her request for a Kingshield wasn’t about training her WingGuard. It was about seeking protection for Cuinn.”

      Aethain’s face turned to granite. Alyna shot Talyn a disapproving look. Ariar whistled.

      “I think you all need to understand the context.” Talyn made her voice firm. “Cuinn is no threat to us. He’s known in Mithranar as a playboy prince. He parties and drinks and beds every pretty woman that crosses his path. He’s also illegitimate and has two legitimate elder brothers.” She was skirting perilously close to a lie—but being the Shadowhawk didn’t make Cuinn a threat to the Twin Thrones.

      Still. Now she was lying to everyone. Lying to Cuinn and the Wolves about his heritage and the threat to their country, and lying to her family about who Cuinn truly was. Such a tangle. It made her head ache, but she wasn’t able to reason her way out of it, only to stick to what felt right.

      “That might be true now, but what of any children he has?” It was Alyna who pointed out the obvious.

      “They will be Mithranan and unaware of their Dumnorix blood. The Twin Thrones are stable—everyone respects your rule, Uncle, and the right of Aeris to rule after you. That isn’t going to change.” She continued before anyone could protest, throwing the king’s earlier words back at him. “And Cuinn is Dumnorix, Uncle. That makes him one of us. It makes him family. He deserves our protection.”

      “From what? Why did you bring him here?” Aethain demanded. “Lark wouldn’t give me any details, he insisted it was your story to tell.”

      Shit. She cleared her throat. How best to make her family understand without them finding out Cuinn’s secret? “Can I ask for complete discretion before I answer your question?”

      Her mother nodded, face unreadable. Ariar waved a hand. Aethain’s mouth thinned. “Go on.”

      “Prince Cuinn was badly injured around the same time that I learned from one of my informants in Mithranar that there was a threat to his life. I judged he was vulnerable, that I couldn’t protect him properly without understanding the threat better, so I thought it best to remove him from the situation.” Her uncle’s expression told her that she was far from convincing him, so she added more truth. “The threat may originate from within his own family, along with senior WingGuard officers.”

      “Injured how?” Alyna demanded.

      Talyn inwardly swore at her mother’s sharpness. For this she would have to lie, and it was one of the hardest things she’d ever done. But if she told them the truth about how Cuinn was hurt, she’d have to tell them he was the Shadowhawk. And as much as she loved and trusted her family, she couldn’t risk more people knowing. “In an accident in their mountains. He got drunk and went skimming when he shouldn’t have.”

      “And you’re certain of the threat to him?” Aethain asked.

      “I am.”

      Aethain stood, expelling a harsh breath as he spent a few moments pacing the floor. “Talyn, you know I respect you and your abilities. Shia Thorineal has never spoken so highly of any Callanan under her command. More, you are family. Given that, I accept what you’re telling me.”

      Talyn’s shoulders relaxed. “Thank you.”

      “I think it’s best if we don’t attempt to keep Cuinn’s presence in Ryathl a secret,” Aethain continued. “It will only look odd if we shroud his visit in mystery. I don’t intend to broadcast it, but for anyone who asks, he’s simply here on a personal visit to explore Ryathl, not in any formal capacity on behalf of the Mithranan crown.”

      Alyna nodded. “And since it’s not an official visit, that explains why he’s not staying at the palace. We’ll say we asked the First Shield to make his home available for the prince and his personal guard to stay in. That won’t look overly odd either—Lark has one of the nicest residences along the coast.”

      “And Talyn, you and Lark can make sure nobody gets sight of the prince until he’s recovered enough to mask his injuries,” Aethain finished. “Does that suit?”

      It was a neat solution. Mithanis knew Cuinn was in Ryathl, and by the king of the Twin Thrones treating his presence this way, it would corroborate the claims Cuinn had made in his letters that he was only there to enjoy the beaches. “It does. Thank you.”

      “I’ll have to come out and visit him, of course, observe the diplomatic niceties. Sarana will question it if I don’t,” Aethain said.

      Talyn winced. Alyna caught it. “If he’s truly in danger, the best way to keep Cuinn safe is to make everything appear normal,” she said. “I imagine you fear Cuinn’s brother might consider him meeting us a threat… but won’t they question it if we don’t make the usual diplomatic overtures?”

      “You could write to Queen Sarana once he’s gone, Uncle,” Ariar suggested. “Use all the usual flowery language but make it clear you think Cuinn is a bit of a useless fool.”

      “That would work really well.” Talyn’s shoulders relaxed. Sarana might panic at the idea of Cuinn meeting his true relatives, but a letter like that would soothe any fears Mithanis might have. “Thank you, all of you.”

      “We are your family, Talyn. But I want Cuinn gone the moment he’s recovered enough to do so,” Aethain warned.

      “Understood.”

      He rubbed a hand over his jaw, still looking troubled. “Lark told us that Cuinn is unaware of his parentage. Is that true?”

      “Yes,” Talyn said. The admission made her uncomfortable, as if she were somehow betraying Cuinn by hiding the truth from him. Maybe she was.

      “Good.” Aethain leaned forward, mouth a thin line. “He never knows. Am I clear, Talyn?”

      Something inside her strained at that. She didn’t want to promise it, even though she understood the necessity. “Don’t you think he deserves to know?”

      “We are Dumnorix,” Alyna reminded her. “It’s not about what we deserve. It’s about what’s best for our people. And Cuinn knowing who he is would be a dangerous thing. I know you see that.”

      She nodded, unable to say the words even though her mother was right.

      “I find I agree.” Ariar looked troubled. “At least with things unsettled as they are now.”

      Aethain’s amber gaze landed on her. “Talyn, what you said before, about having no influence or power. Your mother has returned to court. That changes things for you.”

      Talyn stared between them, jaw tightening. “I don’t see how. If I want in, I’ll tell you and you can marry me off to the nearest powerful lord’s son. Otherwise things stay as they are.”

      Aethain rubbed at his temples, as if a headache were looming there. “It’s not that simple. I’m increasingly uneasy with you being a member of Mithranar’s army. If it weren’t for your work against Vengeance, I’d insist you return at once. And one day you will have to make a choice like your mother did.”

      “Then when I find a handsome ship’s captain, I’ll let you know,” she said lightly, trying to dispel the solemn mood that had filled the room. Ariar was looking everywhere but at her, but Alyna was nodding along to everything coming out of Aethain’s mouth. It made her deeply uncomfortable.

      “That won’t be your choice, and you know it,” Aethain said quietly. “You’ve put yourself in a difficult position, Talyn.”

      She stood, anger rising despite herself. “You and the First Blade put me in that position by forcing Ceannar to send me to Mithranar in the first place.” She met her uncle’s gaze unflinchingly. “Now, I’ve ridden for days. I don’t want to be rude, but I’d really like a hot bath and a change of clothes.”

      “You’re staying at Ceannar’s home with Prince Cuinn?” Alyna asked.

      She nodded. “I am captain of his guard, after all.”

      “You are right that Cuinn is family. He can never know, I insist on that, and if I have my way, nobody else will ever know.” Aethain paused. “But I consider by allowing you to remain with his protection detail, I have done my duty by him.”

      She didn’t argue, even though the truth was he was allowing it because of his concerns about Montagn, not because of his duty to Cuinn. Still, at this point he was probably giving her more flexibility than she had any right to expect. After all, Aethain was king. He had to do what was right for the Twin Thrones. “Thank you.”

      “There is a limit to what I will allow,” he warned, echoing her thoughts. “You belong here. Don’t forget that.”

      She glanced at her mother, who smiled. “You know it too, so don’t pretend you don’t.”

      Talyn didn’t want to get into that, so she simply smiled back. “Do you have time for dinner tonight before I head out of the city?”

      “I’d love to. I’m already late for a meeting with Lord Seinn to discuss an issue with trade ships being held too long in Port Lathilly, but I’ll meet you in my quarters in a full-turn or two? Why don’t you use my bath and steal some fresh clothes from my closet while you wait?”

      “That sounds perfect,” Talyn said, hugging her mother before Alyna left the room.

      “Am I free to return north, or was there more you wanted?” Ariar asked the king.

      Aethain’s gaze shifted to Talyn, then back to Ariar. “Actually, there are things we need to discuss with the First Blade. I’d appreciate if you could stay a few days.”

      “This relates to Talyn’s work in Mithranar? Because I damn well should be in the loop on that,” Ariar said, voice mild despite his firm words.

      “If you can trust me with what’s going on, you can trust him,” Talyn added.

      “I’m aware of that,” Aethain snapped. “Ariar, you’ll be here tomorrow morning, please. I’ll have the First Blade here too.”

      Ariar beamed. “Aye.”

      “Does my mother already know?” Talyn asked quietly.

      “No.” Aethain let out a troubled breath. “Not because I don’t trust her. But after Trys’s death, I didn’t want her to be worrying about you being in danger in Mithranar.”

      Talyn reached out to squeeze his arm. In that moment, he wasn’t the king of a powerful kingdom, he was merely a worried relative. “That’s not what we do, Uncle. We don’t protect each other from things we are strong enough to face. We don’t hold each other back.”

      He smiled, amber eyes lightening. “Ariar, bring Alyna with you in the morning.”

      Ariar nodded. “Burn bright and true.”

      “Burn bright and true,” Talyn and Aethain spoke together.
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      She ended up sleeping on her mother’s couch after they’d shared dinner and talked late into the night. But as soon as dawn lit up the horizon she was riding out of the city and along the coast to Ceannar’s estate, a sea breeze whipping around her and FireFlare and taking the edge off the already warm morning.

      Eagerness and worry filled her. Eagerness to see her Wolves and Cuinn—she’d missed them more than she cared to admit during her time away—and worry for Cuinn’s health… for facing all of them with the secrets she held.

      After stabling FireFlare she walked around the side of the house towards the back courtyard. Surrounded by greenery, its southern end had a shoulder-high stone wall separating Ceannar’s estate from an unending vista of calm, turquoise ocean.

      The thought came to her that maybe one day, when she was too old to fight anymore, a place just like this, by the water, might be nice—nothing but the sound of the waves washing ashore in the distance and the occasional call of a seabird.

      “That won’t be your choice, and you know it.” Her uncle’s words from the day before came back to her, and a shudder rippled down her spine. Pushing aside gloomy thoughts, she stretched, took a deep breath of sea air, and wished she had a cup of kahvi in her hands.

      She’d just come through the gate when she caught the sound of laughter on the morning breeze. Heart leaping, she looked towards the source of it.

      Corrin stepped into the opposite end of the yard, his back to her, tossing a ball in his hands, his laughter still ringing out. The worry that had been wound tight inside her uncoiled on a small exhalation of breath. Her youngest talon wouldn’t be sounding so light-hearted if anything had gone wrong in her absence. If Cuinn wasn’t okay.

      Zamaril appeared next, his narrow features more reserved as he reached out to catch the ball and shove it playfully into Corrin’s chest. They scuffled for a moment, before their attention was caught by Halun and Andres coming through the gate after them.

      Corrin tossed the ball to Halun, calling out something Talyn couldn’t hear. Halun caught the ball, dropped it and kicked it back. At a word from Andres, all the Wolves’ attention quickly turned to the person following him through the gate.

      Cuinn.

      On his feet.

      She bit her lip, the relief that flooded through her at the sight close to overwhelming. The prince moved slowly, leaning heavily on a walking stick, but he was upright. Tiercelin paced protectively at his side.

      She kept watching, drinking it in, as Cuinn limped heavily across the courtyard, his silver-white wings spread wide to either side to help him balance.

      He must have sensed something of her relief and pleasure because he looked up suddenly, green gaze cutting straight to hers. They stared at each other a moment—his Dumnorix blood clear as day to her now he wasn’t hiding himself behind glamour and song magic—and her hands curled at her sides, her breath escaping her in a rush. For a moment it didn’t matter that she couldn’t tell him about the threat from Montagn or his true bloodline, or that she’d lied to her family about his identity as the Shadowhawk.

      Those were problems for another day.

      Right now… he was all right. And that meant everything.

      Smile stretching across her face, she walked towards them. Halun lifted his arm in a delighted wave. Andres’s perfect posture straightened impossibly further.

      “Captain!” Corrin’s eyes lit up. “When did you arrive?”

      “I just rode in,” she said.

      “It’s good to have you back,” Zamaril said. There was a slight stiffness to his bearing, but the words were sincere. She gave him a warm nod. Demoting him for his rogue actions in Montagn—stealing Halun’s niece from the ahara and putting them all in danger—had been the hardest thing she’d ever done as a commander. It was also the easiest decision she’d had to make. Only time would tell if the thief accepted it.

      “It's good to see you, Captain Dynan.” This rich, musical voice belonged to Cuinn.

      “And you.” She was pleased to see that the luminous glow had returned to his emerald eyes, and the pallor of sickness was almost completely vanished from his skin. All at once she was enveloped with his delight at seeing her—his song magic in use—and she felt an answering pleasure sweep through her. “You’re on your feet,” she said warmly.

      Cuinn motioned to the healer. “I am, thanks to Tiercelin.”

      “I wouldn’t have been able to do half as much if you hadn’t been such a determined and brave patient.” Tiercelin smiled at Talyn. “Welcome back, Captain.”

      “Have you had breakfast yet?” Cuinn asked her. “I’m not allowed until I’ve completed my morning walk in this courtyard, so we could eat together.”

      Her stomach rumbled at the mention of food—she’d been too nervous with worry to eat before leaving the palace, and now her relief at the sight of Cuinn left her feeling like she could eat a horse. “That sounds great.”

      Pleased surprise lit up his green eyes at her quick acquiescence, and he stepped forward, stopping only when Tiercelin placed a cautionary hand on his arm. “Be careful, Your Highness. No quick moves, remember.”

      “I remember, Tiercelin.” Cuinn sounded momentarily snappish, but nonetheless slowed his forward movement.

      Talyn fell into step with him as they made their slow way to the other side of the yard, the Wolves falling in around them in a traditional protective formation.

      “Is everything well, Captain?” Cuinn asked.

      She hesitated, tried to think of how to answer that honestly. “At this very moment, seeing you so recovered… yes, everything is well.”

      “But there are things to discuss,” he said, determination rippling over his features.

      Taken aback—she’d never seen determination on Prince Cuinn Acondor’s face before—she simply said, “There are. But I think we can enjoy breakfast first.”

      

      Ceannar was already eating when Cuinn and Talyn arrived. Breakfast had been laid out in a terrace that ran along the eastern wall of the main house. The wooden trellis that fenced off all but the southern length of the courtyard was covered with colourful white and blue flowers that gave off a sweet scent. The open edge of the yard looked straight to the estate’s wall and the ocean beyond.

      A wary look filled the First Blade’s expression when he saw Talyn. “Captain Dynan, you’re back.”

      Inwardly she smiled—he looked like a man awaiting a particularly nasty form of torture. “I am. It’s good to see you, sir.”

      His eyebrows shot upwards. “You’re still talking to me?”

      “You did what you felt you had to.” After having a night to think on it, she wasn’t angry at Ceannar. After all, he was First Shield to Aethain, and his ultimate loyalty had to be to his king, not her. He’d simply done what he felt was right. She took the seat opposite him, trying not to make it obvious that she was keeping a careful eye on the gingerly sitting Cuinn. The glare the prince shot in her direction indicated she failed.

      “Am I missing something?” Cuinn asked.

      “Our host leaked to my family that I’m here,” she said lightly. “I was sent a message in Port Lathilly with strict orders to return immediately.”

      Cuinn’s eyes narrowed, as if he were putting pieces together. “And the First Shield knows your family because he’s responsible for protecting them. Because I was right when I guessed you were a member of the Dumnorix family, wasn’t I?”

      Talyn’s glance brushed over Tiercelin—the Wolf standing in the space between Cuinn and Ceannar—and he gave her a little shrug in return. They’d kept her secret. Another example of their fierce loyalty to her. For the first time, it made her uncomfortable. Ceannar remained silent, suddenly paying increased attention to his plate of food.

      “Captain?” Cuinn pressed.

      “Yes, you guessed right,” she said softly. And he’d done it on the very first occasion she’d met him as the Shadowhawk. At the time it had astounded and unsettled her, how quickly he’d put it together, but now it made more sense. He’d already interacted with her as Prince Cuinn, and no doubt his song magic told him all kinds of things she’d prefer he didn’t know.

      His gaze pierced her. “How closely related?”

      “My mother is the king’s first cousin. He’s my… uncle of sorts,” she said.

      Cuinn placed his fork down carefully, lined it up with his plate. She wished she had his magic, so she could tell what reaction he was currently holding back in favour of a more diplomatic one. “And the fact you just announced it within hearing distance of the five Wolves keeping watch tells me they already know.”

      “They do.” It was going to take some time to adjust to the fact this indolent, spoiled prince had the same sharp brain as the Shadowhawk. Andres had been the last to find out about her heritage, but she’d told them all one by one, after her father’s death.

      His mouth tightened. “Why did they send you to Mithranar?”

      She sat back, her turn to direct a pointed look—at Ceannar. He could dig them out of this one. Besides, the Shadowhawk had already guessed most of it. “Tell him, sir. About the Callanan request. He deserves that much.”

      Ceannar cleared his throat. “Your mother requested a Kingshield guard to assist in training her WingGuard in close protection, Your Highness. The answer was going to be no, despite the rich payment in izerdia she offered—the Kingshield only exist to protect the Dumnorix. However, our Callanan First Blade asked me to reconsider, as a favour. She wanted someone to investigate a criminal figure known as the Shadowhawk.”

      Cuinn’s entire body turned rigid and he spun to Talyn. “You told him.”

      Not for the first time she cursed his song magic—presumably it was obvious to Cuinn that Ceannar knew who he was. “I did. The First Shield is a man I trust implicitly, Prince Cuinn, at least with this. You know I wouldn’t have told him otherwise.”

      “I won’t betray your secret, Your Highness. I haven’t.” With those last words Ceannar gave Talyn a little nod. She relaxed slightly at the confirmation he hadn’t told her uncle the full truth. “As to your first question, Talyn was chosen to fulfil your mother’s request because of her Mithranan heritage, but also because she’d previously been Callanan.”

      Cuinn lifted a hand to rub over his eyes, and a sudden wave of hurt mingled with despair hit her like she’d been slapped in the face. It vanished as quickly as it had come, suggesting he’d reined the emotion in immediately. “So I was right. You didn’t really come back to help the Shadowhawk. You returned to investigate me for the Callanan?”

      “Not exactly,” she said. Part of her wanted to ask everyone to leave, so she could have this conversation with Cuinn alone, but the rest of her felt the Wolves deserved to hear it too. “Like the First Shield says, I initially went to Mithranar tasked to learn more about the Shadowhawk. That’s why I tracked you down. I reported back and then I went home. That would have been the end of it…”

      “But?” Cuinn asked softly. The terrace had gone still and quiet.

      “After I came home, the First Blade told me they needed to know more, not just about the Shadowhawk, but Vengeance too. The Callanan were convinced you…” She glanced at Cuinn, looked away. “…were part of the gang. They asked me to use the cover I’d already established in Mithranar and go back, infiltrate your network and gain access to Vengeance.”

      “You came back to spy on me.” He couldn’t hide the misery in his voice, and it shocked her so much she hesitated before speaking again. By then it was too late, he was already levering himself upwards. “I think I’ve lost my appetite.”

      She shot to her feet, the words spilling out before she consciously made the decision to speak. “I never truly thought you were working with Vengeance, but I would do anything to protect my home, including investigating a criminal gang that could be a potential threat. But none of that matters anyway. The real truth is that the First Blade’s request suited me, because what I wanted more than anything else, after two years of feeling nothing but grief and aching despair, was to go back to Mithranar and be a Wolf. To help the Shadowhawk.”

      The words ended with a single, gulping breath. More honesty than she’d breathed—even to herself—in a long time. It left her shaken, raw. It resounded through the quiet morning, striking everything still. She didn’t say any more. Cuinn’s magic would tell him the truth of her words.

      “They helped you,” Cuinn said quietly, wonderingly.

      “They taught me how to live again.” She couldn’t look any of them in the eye, could barely keep her gaze steady on Cuinn’s face, but it was another truth they deserved to hear. Ceannar didn’t seem to know where to look. And Cuinn… his understanding reached out to her, a soft touch, then he took a deep breath, tried to hide a wince, and gingerly sat back down. “Talons, please join us.”

      Andres cleared his throat, but none of them seemed to know how to respond to that request. Talons didn’t eat with princes and Dumnorix family members. Talyn still couldn’t look at any of them.

      “Sit down.” The prince waved an impatient hand. “There’s enough food here for an army.”

      “I’ll make sure to pass that compliment on to my cook,” Ceannar said dryly.

      That seemed to break the tension. One by one the Wolves took seats around the table. Talyn resumed hers, taking several moments to lift her eyes from the tabletop. By then, her men were serving themselves food and the attention had shifted away from her.

      “Did you enjoy visiting Sari’s family, Captain?” Cuinn spoke conversationally, as if the past few moments had never transpired.

      “I did. Very much.”

      “I wish you’d stayed with them longer. There is really no need for you to be here—it will be a few weeks yet before I’m walking right.”

      Zamaril coughed and Cuinn seemed to realise what he’d said. “I just meant—”

      She waved him off, mouth curling in a smile. “I would have, but the family summons was not to be ignored.”

      “Captain, given your agreement with the First Blade to allow her people to talk to the Shadowhawk, I assume they no longer suspect he is a member of Vengeance?” Tiercelin spoke a few moments later.

      She hesitated in responding, toying with the food on her plate, not sure how much to reveal and how much to hide. She hated lying to her Wolves.

      “They have accepted my assurances that the Shadowhawk is not part of the gang,” she said eventually. “But the Callanan concerns about Vengeance are genuine. In fact, they’re serious enough that I’ve agreed to keep working for them in Mithranar.”

      Ceannar coughed, clearly uncomfortable she was discussing Callanan operations in front of foreigners, but she ignored him.

      “That’s why you agreed to let them talk to the Shadowhawk?” Cuinn asked.

      “Yes.” Sort of. Not really. But she couldn’t tell him the real truth—that she’d bargained the Shadowhawk for the First Blade briefing Ceannar on the full Montagni threat, so that he would help her in turn with sheltering the badly hurt Cuinn. Ugh, it was such a tangle of lies and secrets, and she hated it. She buried the guilt before it rose strongly enough that Cuinn would sense it.

      “I don’t pretend to understand why the Callanan care so much about a criminal gang in Mithranar, no matter how violent or capable, and no doubt there is more information I’m not privy to.” Cuinn’s look told her he knew very well she was hiding things. “But Vengeance is a serious problem, particularly given what we were told about their goal of causing instability in my mother’s rule. Having Twin Thrones assistance with the problem—even if it’s only an undercover Callanan operative—is welcome.” He spoke with an easy authority none of them had ever seen before, hidden as it had always been behind his playboy glamour. It checked her. She kept forgetting Cuinn was a man she didn’t really know at all.

      “Dangerous would be a better way of putting it, Your Highness,” Tiercelin pointed out. “If your mother or Prince Mithanis learned the captain was working for the Callanan, or that we were helping her, we all know what the consequences would be. There certainly wouldn’t be any welcoming involved.”

      “With all due respect, our job is protecting you, Prince Cuinn,” Andres said in his quiet way, siding with Tiercelin. “Not helping the Callanan or hunting criminals. And Vengeance now thinks the Shadowhawk is dead. They won’t come for him again—the Wolves have no further need to be involved.”

      Talyn had to stop herself shifting in discomfort. Ceannar picked up a piece of toast and began chewing vigorously. Vengeance weren’t just a criminal group. And the threat they posed wasn’t just to the Shadowhawk. Dammit, she hated having to keep all these secrets.

      “I disagree, Talon Tye. If Vengeance’s true purpose is to sow unrest and dissent in order to topple my family’s throne, then that places me, a prince of that family, under threat,” Cuinn said. “Not to mention Vengeance were also after the Wolves. We can’t assume they won’t come after you again.”

      “We need to be careful about what the man I tortured told us,” Talyn interjected. “I resorted to that because the mines were about to collapse around us, but stabbing someone in the privates isn’t a reliable method of getting accurate information. The fact he claimed Prince Mithanis was behind Vengeance is proof of that. Your brother is a certainty to be nominated as heir—he has no need to create dissent to take power.”

      Cuinn frowned slightly. “That all makes sense, but look at what Vengeance has done so far—murders in Dock City, an assassination attempt on my mother, likely murdering several powerful winged folk… then the operation they mounted to ambush us in the mines? They’re too active, too well-resourced, not to have some specific goal in mind.” He raised his hand and began ticking off fingers. “Lose a queen, and you get a power vacuum, no matter how temporary. Murder influential winged folk without repercussions, you create unease amongst the ruling elite. Rile up the humans enough that they start thinking about acting against their rulers… more instability.”

      He was right, having summed it up exactly as she would have were she in his position—he just didn’t know that it was Montagn looking to exploit that dissent. That the Callanan informant claimed the ahara wanted to take Mithranar. But she still didn’t understand how Mithanis fit in, or why the dying Vengeance member had told them the prince of night was behind the group’s activities. Why tell part of the truth and lie about Mithanis?

      “I think we’re missing a piece, something that links together the two things he told you.”

      “You think all of it was the truth? He was in a lot of pain, Sari.”

      “I know, but… someone is directing Vengeance, and the First Blade’s information indicates that it’s Montagn. But who specifically is in Mithranar pulling their strings?”

      And it wasn’t just the Callanan informant that linked Vengeance to Montagn. The man she’d tortured had a Montagni slave tattoo hidden under the copper masks the group wore. Only Cuinn had seen it, and neither of them had mentioned it to the Wolves. Because of Halun, the entire wing was sensitive to the topic of slaves.

      “That’s a good question. Also, Vengeance isn’t a new gang—they know their operating ground too well and they had numbers enough for the assassination squad and the ambush on us. Yet their activities only started a year or so ago. What changed?” Talyn mused.

      “Maybe a new leader?”

      “Or someone in their leader’s ear. Someone whispering on behalf of Montagn.”

      “Like a prince of night with song magic?”

      “And that’s where you lose me. There is no obvious motivation for him to destabilise a country he wants to become king of.” Even so, Talyn resolved to have a longer conversation with Cuinn privately. The Shadowhawk likely knew the gang, even if he wasn’t aware of it.

      They were all looking at her, waiting for a response to Cuinn. She shrugged. “Either way, I think we can all agree that Vengeance needs to be destroyed.”

      Corrin’s eyebrows shot up. “That’s what the Callanan have tasked you to do?”

      She nodded.

      A silence fell over the table. Understandably, none of her talons looked pleased with this announcement. The situation was growing more complicated—well beyond the scope of a protection detail—and placing them all at more risk.

      “I won’t be involving the Wolves.” She tried to reassure them. “And your safety will always be my primary consideration before I do anything. I promise you that.”

      Zamaril looked thoughtful. Talyn wondered what he was thinking, but didn’t press. If he had something to say, he’d tell her when he was ready. Cuinn didn’t say anything either, but the look in his green eyes was as thoughtful as Zamaril’s as he turned back to his food.

      “You ever going to acknowledge the other thing your captured prisoner said?” Sari enquired.

      “His mumbling about someone wanting to protect me, or keep me out of it, or whatever that was?” Talyn gave the equivalent of a dismissive mental shrug. “That made even less sense than the Mithanis thing.”

      “It’s odd though. I don’t like it.”

      “We have far bigger knots to untangle, Sari, I’m not wasting my time on that.”

      A sigh. “Same old Talyn. Careless with her own safety.”

      “Not careless. Just well able to take care of herself.”

      “If that’s what you’d like to call it.”

      Talyn ignored her and dug into her breakfast with renewed enthusiasm. Worrying about the future could come after her eggs and toast.
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      Talyn spent the following weeks pushing herself and the talons hard, sharpening their edge, making them stronger and faster and fitter. The intense practice time saw steady improvement in their already formidable capabilities. Zamaril had reached such a level of skill with his sword that he sorely tested her each time they sparred. It wouldn’t be long before he’d be beating her in a duel of swordsmanship. Corrin wasn’t far behind.

      Shia would be green with envy if she saw either of them in action. Talyn smiled each time she thought of it.

      Tiercelin spent long stretches of each day with Cuinn. The effort both were putting into Cuinn’s recovery was impressive and both looked exhausted and pale most of the time. For this reason she decided to hold off talking to Cuinn about how his work as the Shadowhawk might provide insights about Vengeance until he was stronger.

      It was odd, adjusting to being around the real Cuinn Acondor, a man who was neither an overly-intense human criminal nor playboy prince, but parts of both, with intriguing hints of something else… something she suspected might be a natural instinct for ruling. Whatever it was though, it was buried deep, so deep she wasn’t even sure he was aware of it.

      And while it was evident that he found quiet joy in finally being able to be himself with Talyn and her talons, she wondered sometimes whether, after hiding and pretending for so long, he knew exactly who his real self was either.

      

      “Tiercelin says I’ll be ready to go soon.” Cuinn scraped up the remains of his plate, forking it into his mouth. His appetite had begun to return, something that pleased the healer—and the rest of the highly observant Wolves—to no end.

      She nodded. “And your glamour?”

      “My magic wasn’t affected by the fall.” He shrugged. “I’ll be fine to meet with your Callanan, Captain. Dock City is home territory—they won’t guess a thing, I promise.”

      A smile curled her mouth. “They’re going to love you.”

      He waggled his eyebrows at her. “Doesn’t everyone? I’m disgustingly beautiful.”

      “Not as the Shadowhawk you’re not.” She snorted, almost spitting toast crumbs onto her plate. “Then you’re boring and scruffy. I can’t believe I never saw through it.”

      Ceannar glanced at Talyn. “Will the Callanan be sending more warriors to Mithranar to support you?” The First Shield seemed to have given up any pretence of being uncomfortable with Cuinn knowing Callanan business. Now he was focused on the fact a Dumnorix family member was set to undertake a highly dangerous mission far from any Kingshield protection.

      “The First Blade hasn’t offered, but I would turn her down if she did,” Talyn said. “It’s bad enough two Callanan are travelling there to speak with the Shadowhawk. Tiercelin was right the other day—Prince Mithanis needs to be considered, and how he would respond to Callanan interference in Mithranar, especially if there was any hint that it was at Prince Cuinn’s instigation. His safety is my priority.”

      “No it’s not,” Cuinn said mildly. “You might not be Callanan anymore, but you’re still Dumnorix, which means your priority is keeping the Twin Thrones safe.”

      He was right. But it didn’t feel entirely right. She shifted in her chair, trying to come up with a response, but was saved by the sound of the bell at Ceannar’s front gates ringing. Andres appeared a moment later, eyebrows raised in question. “Are you expecting visitors, First Shield?”

      He shook his head.

      “I’ll go.” Talyn rose. Not only was it an opportunity to escape a suddenly uncomfortable conversation, she wanted to be the first to greet whoever this was.

      “I should come too. It will look odd otherwise,” Ceannar said. “It would be best for you to stay here, Prince Cuinn.”

      “I’ll stay put, I promise.” Cuinn began piling more eggs onto his plate.

      She glanced at Andres. “Keep Prince Cuinn and the Wolves out of sight until I tell you different.”

      He saluted. “Will do, Captain.”

      The gates were being opened by Ceannar’s steward when they reached the entrance courtyard. A group of riders waited beyond, kicking up a cloud of dust as they urged their horses through the opening. All wore the night-black of the Kingshield.

      That could mean one thing only—a Dumnorix was visiting. Immediately she tensed. Ceannar threw her a look, as if to say this is your fault.

      “You’re the one who told them I was here,” she muttered.

      She scanned the riders for a familiar face, her gaze first alighting on Ariar. He hadn’t spotted her yet, though, his attention on a conversation with the captain of his Kingshield.

      “Well, they aren’t here for me,” Ceannar said cheerfully. “I’ll leave you to your greetings and warn my housekeeper to prepare for guests.”

      She glanced after him with a little smile, amused by his desire to escape, but her attention was torn away as one of the riders detached from the pack. His long hair was braided Bearman-style and his skin tanned an even deeper brown than usual from the sun. Instead of the Kingshield black he wore simple leathers akin to the niever-flyers of his homeland.

      “Tarcos.” Her mouth dropped open in surprise at the sight of the Firthlander prince. “What are you doing here?”

      “Uh oh.” A hint of glee edged Sari’s words.

      “Shut up,” Talyn muttered, discomfort twisting her insides. She’d almost completely forgotten that she’d decided to end her relationship with Tarcos the next time she saw him. Not to mention his presence at Ceannar’s estate was an added risk to Cuinn. Tarcos was no fool and she didn’t want him sensing anything amiss.

      He dismounted, smiling widely before wrapping his arms around her. “Talyn, it’s wonderful to see you.”

      They hugged tightly—it was good to see him—and by the time they parted Ariar was making his way over with a relaxed, loose stride. “Cousin!” He wrapped an affectionate arm around her.

      “Ariar. What brings you here? I thought you’d have escaped Ryathl by now,” she asked.

      “I’m here to visit you, obviously.” Ariar threw a grin at Tarcos that was matched in a slightly quieter way. The Firthlander prince kept his thoughts and feelings to himself, but it looked like the two men had become fast friends during Tarcos’ recent stint with Ariar in the mountains. He was also perceptive, and offered them both a little bow. “I’ll see to our horses, Ariar.”

      Once Tarcos was gone, some of Ariar’s merriment faded. “Sorry.”

      “What were you thinking?” she hissed. “Cuinn meeting Dumnorix family members is one thing, but a Firthlander prince too?”

      “I heard your concerns loud and clear, Talyn, but Tarcos asked to come with me when I mentioned I was visiting you. It was either let him come, or be all weird and mysterious about why he couldn’t.” Ariar shrugged. “He already knows Cuinn is here. At least this way he doesn’t get the idea anything odd is going on.”

      “You shouldn’t have come at all.”

      “You didn’t seriously think I’d go back north without meeting Cuinn, did you?” He rolled his eyes when her expression didn’t soften. “I’m sorry, truly. I didn’t realise Tarcos would be so insistent on coming. Maybe you should have visited him already.” Amusement flashed over his face. “He’s quite smitten with you, Tal.”

      Talyn winced inwardly. He had a point. Wanting to keep a low profile, she hadn’t left the estate in the weeks since arriving, but she should have made a visit to the palace to talk to Tarcos and stave off any curiosity about Cuinn.

      “And you too, it seems,” she deflected quickly. “You’ve become good friends.”

      “He’s a good man. A little too serious at times, but good. He’ll make a decent future warlord of Firthland.”

      “Oh, is that what Uncle is expecting? Clever of him to send Tarcos to spend a few months with you, then, wasn’t it? It certainly won’t hurt to have the next warlord of Firthland a close friend of a Dumnorix prince.”

      Ariar grinned. “Says the Dumnorix woman courting the next warlord of Firthland! Uncle has to be practically salivating at that potential match.”

      “We’re not courting.” She huffed her breath in frustration at Ariar’s teasing, and changed the subject, linking her arm through his. “Come on through and I’ll introduce you to Cuinn.”

      Ceannar must have guessed at the reason for Ariar’s visit and warned Cuinn and the Wolves. By the time Talyn showed Ariar through, the breakfast meal had been cleared away and Cuinn was on his feet, the Wolf talons hovering protectively around the edges of the terrace.

      Ariar’s eyebrows shot skyward as they entered, and he let out a long whistle. “Will you look at those wings!”

      “Impressive, aren’t they?” Talyn chuckled, remembering how she’d felt the first time she saw a winged person. She stepped forward, opening her mouth to make introductions, but Ariar was already striding past her, offering a friendly hand to Cuinn. “Prince Cuinn Acondor, I take it?”

      “That’s right.” Cuinn glanced between Talyn and Ariar as he limped over, taking Ariar’s hand and shaking briskly. This visit had surprised him. “Judging from those eyes, I’m guessing you’re another of the famed Dumnorix family?”

      “This is Prince Ariar Dumnorix, my cousin,” Talyn said.

      Ariar dropped Cuinn’s hand and let out another whistle. “I’m not sure I approve. Could it possibly be that there is someone alive more beautiful than me?”

      Cuinn laughed, a rich musical sound that had the Wolves and Talyn smiling and Ariar’s eyes widening further.

      “I hope you don’t mind me coming to stay a day or two? I was in Ryathl for some deathly boring meetings and needed something to do to break the tedium. Spending a day or two getting to know a foreign prince seemed like just the thing,” Ariar said. “I do promise I am the most interesting and entertaining of the family.”

      Cuinn smiled. “Are you claiming that you’re not as stubborn and serious as Captain Dynan?”

      “I’m quite the opposite.” Ariar chuckled as Talyn scowled.

      “Am I interrupting?”

      Ariar and Talyn turned as Tarcos hesitated at the terrace entrance, his brown eyes wide as he stared at Cuinn.

      “Not at all.” Ariar waved him over. “Prince Cuinn, this is Lord Tarcos Hadvezer. He’s one of Warlord Hadvezer’s nephews.”

      Tarcos offered his hand. “You’re the prince Talyn has been guarding?”

      “That’s right,” Cuinn said easily. His prince persona was perfectly in place, the faint hint of glamour flawless, removing all of Talyn’s concerns that he might not be strong enough to deal with the Callanan. Now, even though she knew the Shadowhawk lurked behind that mask, it was impossible to see it. “It’s nice to meet you, Lord Hadvezer.”

      Ariar huffed a breath. “All these titles are getting on my nerves. Do you mind terribly if we dispense with formalities, Prince Cuinn?”

      “Not at all. Tarcos, are you here to stay as well?”

      Talyn stiffened slightly in surprise. Cuinn hadn’t waited for Tarcos’s agreement before dropping his title, and she was sure she hadn’t mistaken the slight edge to his voice as he asked the question.

      “I am, actually. Talyn isn’t home very often,” Tarcos said amiably. “I’d like to spend as much time with her as possible before she leaves again.”

      There was nothing wrong with Tarcos’s words, but they made her uncomfortable nonetheless. She really needed to talk to him in private. Judging from Cuinn’s expression, he hadn’t liked them much either, though he hid it well beneath a bland smile.

      “Good.” Ariar nodded in satisfaction, glancing at Talyn. “Do you think Lark would mind if we broke open his cellar? It was a dusty ride out here, and I could use a drink.”

      

      “You look troubled,” Tarcos commented, glancing over at her. The two of them had saddled up, leaving Cuinn and Ariar to each other’s company, to take a long ride. Since Ariar’s arrival the day before, the two princes had gotten along enormously well. Ariar’s relaxed attitude and natural curiosity meant he’d conversed as eagerly with the Wolf talons as Cuinn, and they’d all gone to bed the previous night leaving Ariar and Tiercelin in the kitchens talking through the fine details of how Aimsir abilities might have some magical source.

      She’d suggested the ride to Tarcos at breakfast, partly because she’d been comfortable leaving Ariar alone with Cuinn, but also because she’d been keen to get Tarcos away for a while. As much as Ariar and Cuinn had instantly clicked, it seemed the opposite between the Firthlander and Mithranan prince. They were painfully polite to each other, but she could sense the underlying tension each time she looked at them, and wondered at the source of it.

      “You also have to talk to Tarcos, which you haven’t done yet.”

      “Patience is a virtue.” Talyn sniffed.

      “Oh, is that what it is?”

      “Just juggling a few different things at the moment,” she said aloud. So far their conversation had remained deliberately light, but it seemed Tarcos had picked up on her underlying worries. “Since you asked though, what’s your problem with Cuinn?”

      He gave her a look, like that was the strangest question he’d heard in a while. “You’re surprised that I don’t think much of him? He’s a pretty airhead, Tal. Tell me he’s at least had one serious thought in his life?”

      “That’s harsh,” she said, stung. Not that she could blame Tarcos. Cuinn wasn’t overplaying the drinking, partying prince persona like he did in Mithranar, but it was the one he’d been wearing since Ariar and Tarcos’s arrival. Ariar, who had much the same streak running through him, didn’t seem to have a problem with it. But of course rigidly honourable Tarcos would.

      “I can’t understand why you went back for that,” he said mildly.

      “I’ve told you. It wasn’t for him.” She shook her head, looking to change the subject. Time to try and figure out a way to start the conversation about ending their relationship. Not because she’d stopped liking or respecting Tarcos, but because she was no longer interested in a relationship with him. Things had changed too much. Aethain’s words had scared her too much. It was time he knew that. “Enough about me, anyway. I’ve been meaning to ask, how are you doing?”

      “What do you mean?” He brought his horse closer.

      “The First Blade mentioned your uncle has been having some trouble with sentiment running against the Twin Thrones.”

      “There’s a nice, clean segue into discussing your relationship.” Sari snorted.

      “Shut up.”

      Tarcos let out a long sigh. “It’s strongest amongst the niever-flyers, though the Bearmen and Armun are affected too. But I told you already, they’re just restless young warriors who dream of restoring the honour of the old days, when we ruled ourselves.”

      “You effectively do rule yourselves,” she pointed out.

      “That’s easy to say when it’s your kingdom that holds ultimate sovereignty over us,” Tarcos said. “You Dumnorix might not pull on our leash now, when you don’t need to, but that doesn’t mean you won’t.”

      She frowned. “Tarcos, don’t tell me you agree with them?”

      “I’m saying I understand where they’re coming from.” He wore his most serious look, warm eyes steady on hers. “I’m a prince of Firthland. I need to understand the concerns of all my people. You agree with that, surely?”

      She did. It was an admirable quality and one she shared. But they’d gotten well off track. She opened her mouth to change the subject back to them, but he spoke before she could.

      “Speaking of, my uncle has informed me that he intends to name me heir,” Tarcos said quietly, pride warming his brown eyes. There was something else there, too, a deep satisfaction and joy that almost vibrated from him with its intensity.

      “This is what you really want,” she said, understanding properly for the very first time. She knew he’d thought about it, liked the idea of being heir, but she hadn’t guessed how badly he wanted it.

      “It is.”

      “Then I’m happy for you.” She reached over to squeeze his hand. “Am I going to have to start addressing you as Warlord Hadvezer?”

      “Not yet.” He smiled, but it quickly faded as he brought his horse even closer. “I wanted to ask—”

      “Six thrices!” She swore in surprise. Ceannar’s estate had come into sight, and the exterior of the walls was crawling with dark-clad figures. Kingshield.

      “Talyn, what…” Tarcos’s voice trailed off as he saw what she did. “Is that Kingshield?”

      “I think so.” She urged FireFlare into a gallop, Tarcos not far behind.

      Her uncle must have come for his promised visit.

      The approach of their horses was noticed, of course, and a Kingshield captain came out to meet her and Tarcos. “King Aethain and your mother arrived earlier, Captain Dynan,” he said briskly. “We’ve met before, if you remember. I’m Captain Dunnil.”

      “They’re both here?” she asked, startled again. At Tarcos’ confused glance, she smoothed the surprise from her face and tried to appear relaxed.

      “Quite the family reunion.” Sari chuckled.

      “Yes, Captain.”

      “Right.” She smiled, finally remembering her manners. “And of course I remember you, Captain Dunnil. You taught protection formations when I first joined the Kingshield. They were some of my favourite classes.”

      “I’m glad you thought so,” he said. “I spoke with Prince Cuinn’s guards when we arrived. If you’re happy, I’ll continue to coordinate with them while we’re here?”

      “That sounds fine.”

      “Thank you, Captain,” he said politely, then left.

      Talyn and Tarcos rode into the entry courtyard, and Tarcos offered to take FireFlare and get her settled in the stables. “Best I not intrude on your family gathering.”

      “Thanks. I’ll see you later?” They still had to talk, after all.

      “Count on it.” That warm smile filled his face again.

      All thoughts of a difficult conversation with Tarcos faded from her mind as Talyn headed for the main house.

      “This should be fun,” Sari said gleefully.

      “Not quite the word I’d use.”

      Why had both the king and her mother decided to come—when they must have known Ariar was already here? If Mithanis got wind of this somehow…

      “How?” Sari asked practically. “You’ve seen the WingGuard—don’t tell me you think the Acondors have a half-decent spy force?”

      “No… but I wouldn’t put anything past the prince of night.”

      “I think you’re becoming infected by Cuinn’s fear of his brother to the detriment of common sense. Sarana remains queen in Mithranar and she knows who her son is.”

      “You’re right. But his Dumnorix blood is supposed to be a secret from Cuinn too, remember?”

      And Talyn hadn’t thought to warn them about his song magic.
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      The Dumnorix family was eating on Ceannar’s terrace, where they had a clear view of the sparkling ocean. The First Shield gave her a firmly unhappy look as Talyn appeared—presumably unimpressed that he was playing host to four Dumnorix and their full Kingshield details—and she gave him a little shrug in response. She wasn’t the one who had invited them all here.

      Alyna rose from the table. “Talyn.”

      “Mama.” Talyn hugged her tightly, before stepping back to study her mother’s face. During the long dinner they’d shared weeks earlier, it had been clear Alyna was working hard to appear like she was fine.

      But she wasn’t, and that was even clearer now in the bright light of day. Alyna had aged since the death of her husband—her once raven hair now had streaks of grey through it, and those violet eyes had lost some of their luminous Dumnorix glow. It made Talyn miss her father even more deeply. She’d hoped that her mother’s grief would fade with time, but the pain was still evidently there.

      “You still grieve me, Tal, and he was her husband.”

      “Not just her husband. She gave up everything for him and never regretted it once.”

      “She loved him.”

      “I don’t think I have that kind of love or devotion in me.” She couldn’t imagine it. Had always struggled with understanding it in her mother. What single person could compete with living the life she loved?

      “It’s good to see you again so soon.” Alyna gave her another quick hug before sitting down.

      “Uncle.” Talyn greeted Aethain. His return smile, full of genuine pleasure at seeing her, indicated some of his anger had faded.

      “Come over and have something to eat, Tal.” Ariar waved her to the chair next to his. “We just started. There’s plenty of food left.”

      Cuinn sent her a quick smile of greeting across the table. Sitting amongst them, he couldn’t have been a starker contrast to the sober Dumnorix guests with his golden beauty and great silver-white wings.

      Fortunately, easy conversation carried throughout the meal without much input needed from Talyn. She ignored the occasional questioning look Cuinn threw her way, internally cursing his blasted magic. Who knew what he was picking up from the Dumnorix ranged around him—she could hardly warn them about his magic in front of him without making it obvious they were all hiding something. Her discomfort increased, a tight ball of anxiousness forming in her stomach.

      As far as she could tell, Aethain seemed interested simply in getting to know Cuinn a little better. He was polite, cordial, but distant, like any ruler meeting a foreign prince. Ariar gamely filled any awkward gap in conversation, winning her eternal gratitude. Alyna didn’t speak much either, and as soon as she’d finished eating she excused herself, claiming she was in the mood for a walk.

      Talyn clutched at the first excuse to present itself for leaving the gathering, and leapt to her feet. “I’ll come with you, Mama.”

      They strolled companionably through the back courtyard before eventually stopping at the low wall that looked down over the white sand of the beach below. The house was some distance away, and they were completely alone.

      Her mother was silent, seemingly wrestling with something, so Talyn tried to lighten the mood. “What do you think of Cuinn?” she asked, leaning closer so their shoulders touched.

      Alyna shrugged. “He’s not like us, you know.”

      “What does that mean?” Talyn asked carefully.

      “He’s not a Dumnorix, not really.” There was an edge to Alyna’s voice. “He’s too pleased with himself, too spoiled. He doesn’t have the steel that we do. I don’t feel that tug of connection, either.”

      It was the exact same response Tarcos had had. Cuinn didn’t know any of them, and he was accustomed to protecting himself with his false persona. He was probably confused as to what they were all doing there and judged it best to keep himself hidden. She would have done the same.

      “It’s there,” she said. “The connection, I mean. It took me a long time before I picked up on it though, and it’s different to the one we all feel with each other. Strange, but distinctive. And there are reasons for the way Prince Cuinn behaves—he’s had a very different life than us.”

      “I suppose it just makes me wonder why you went back there,” Alyna said. “I can’t understand what’s so important about him that makes you want to leave your home and family to go and lead his guard detail.”

      “It isn’t about him,” Talyn said simply. “It’s about the Wolves. I’ve been able to do something worthwhile in Mithranar, I’ve made a difference, even if it’s a small one.” She paused—she wanted her mother to understand. “And above all, it was about learning to live again. Mithranar gave me the distance and space I needed to start healing.”

      “Keeping a spoiled playboy alive gave you purpose?” Alyna asked sharply.

      Talyn scrambled for a better explanation. “No. You know I was doing work for the Callanan there too. I still am.”

      Alyna sighed, a troubled look filling her face. “Aethain filled me in. I just wish you were here, where you belong. I worry for you.”

      “You forget that I have Mithranan blood too, from Da,” she said gently. “You could argue that Mithranar is my home as much as Calumnia is.” She’d never quite thought about it from that perspective before… but it was true.

      Something hardened in her mother’s face. “Yes, well, while you’ve been in Mithranar, the Callanan have been investigating your father’s death,” she said shortly, finally turning to face Talyn.

      Talyn swallowed, taken aback by the abrupt change in topic. Ariar had told her there was no news, so she hadn’t raised it, not wanting to bring up what had to be a painful topic for her mother. “Have they discovered something? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Alyna took a deep breath. “I hadn’t planned on coming here with Aethain. But we learned something a couple of days ago, and Aethain agreed it was important enough that I be here to tell you… important enough to outweigh the risk of all of us converging on Prince Cuinn at once.”

      Dread took hold of Talyn in an icy grip. Some instinct warned her this wasn’t going to be good. “What is it?”

      Alyna reached into her tunic and pulled out a long, thin object wrapped in cloth. Her hands trembled slightly as she held it out to Talyn. Talyn took it with a frown, unwrapping the material. Inside lay a single arrow with blood crusted on its point.

      The arrow that had killed her father.

      It must be. Her mother wouldn’t have shown it to her otherwise. The sight of her father’s blood made her sick to her stomach. She looked up from the arrow to her mother. “Why do you have this?”

      “It’s the arrow that killed him,” she said quietly. “It’s evidence.”

      Talyn’s gaze dropped back to the arrow, and she studied it more carefully, trying to hide the trembling of her hands. Sari had been killed the same way, an arrow just like this through her heart… she ruthlessly pushed those memories away. Her father deserved better.

      It had been carved from ash wood, a usual type for arrows given the commonality of ash trees throughout the Twin Thrones, but there were markings on the shaft that indicated it had been custom made for someone. The arrowhead was a simple iron point, the feathers fletched in black and blue, nothing fancy, but again, indicative of being unique to a particular archer.

      “It’s longer, sturdier than an Aimsir arrow,” she murmured. “Consistent with being shot from a longbow like we guessed. But I don’t understand what the big revelation is?”

      “Do you remember Tirigan?”

      She sucked in a breath, nodded. “He was one of the Callanan with us that day, when Sari was shot. I think he was the one who covered me with his shield while I was trying to…” She cleared her throat, biting her lip at the sharp clawing of grief in her chest. “What about him?”

      “Shia recently assigned him to the group of Callanan investigating Trys’s death.” Alyna paused, took a steadying breath. Talyn’s dread deepened—few things in the world could make Alyna Dumnorix hesitate. “Talyn, Tirigan recognised that arrow. He’d seen one just like it before.”

      “Where?”

      “It’s identical to the one that killed Sari. The same colour fletching and carvings on the shaft.”

      “How…” Talyn shook her head, her mother’s words hitting her like a punch to the stomach. “What are you saying? You think the same archer killed Sari and Da?”

      “Maybe. We don’t know.” Alyna reached out, squeezed her arm. “We’re looking into it, I promise.”

      “But… it was random. We sprung an ambush because we went in too quickly.” Talyn was talking too fast, but she couldn’t stop, her thoughts crashing into each other. “And Da, they were aiming for you, not him. A targeted attack. It’s different. It has to be, doesn’t it?”

      “We don’t know anything.” Alyna stepped closer, violet eyes soft. “It could be a coincidence, that the brigand involved in the ambush on you and Sari was also sent to kill me.”

      “What if it’s not?” Talyn was suddenly finding it hard to breathe. Her chest twisted into knots, unwelcome memories trying to push into her thoughts.

      Alyna didn’t hesitate this time. “Then maybe it wasn’t an ambush on your Callanan unit… maybe it was an attempt to get you, Talyn.”

      “Why?” Talyn spun, running a hand through her hair. “Why is someone coming after us? And who? It doesn’t make any sense!”

      “Believe it or not, I know exactly how you feel,” Alyna said softly, and the realisation cut through the panic Talyn was descending into.

      She nodded, swallowed. She needed air. Space. Time to think. “I’m sorry, Mama. We’ll talk later.”

      Abruptly, she turned and walked away.

      

      A long walk alone along the beach didn’t help her unsettled mind or the panic she was barely keeping at bay. She didn’t believe the arrow was a coincidence, didn’t believe it for a second, even though logic told her it was possible, even likely.

      But why were the brigands suddenly interested in killing her and her mother? Why not the Dumnorix who held power? And Sari’s death had been well over two years ago—why such a gap before going after Alyna?

      “Maybe the link isn’t there—maybe it’s a coincidence?” Sari suggested.

      “There you are!” She hesitated, then, “I’m so sorry, Sari. If you died because…”

      “I’m dead, Talyn, and this voice is only a small piece of me left with you,” Sari said. “And if my death was so that you could live… then you know I’ll take that bargain any day.”

      Talyn bit her lip, fighting back tears. “I don’t think it was a coincidence.”

      “Maybe they came after you and your mother because the other Dumnorix are too hard to get to with their Kingshield guards? You and your mother never had a protection detail.”

      “Maybe.” She let out a breath. “But what could anyone hope to achieve by killing either of us?”

      “That’s the question, isn’t it? Find the motive—find out who gains from you both dying—and you’ll find who did it. Or who paid the brigands to come after you.”

      “But I can’t.” The panic surged again. “I have to go back to Mithranar. I have to deal with Vengeance, and I can’t leave Cuinn vulnerable right now, and—”

      “Talyn, stop! You don’t have to do it yourself. Trust your mother, trust your fellow Callanan.”

      All right. That settled her slightly. Knowing this… knowing what happened, it might help work out what was actually going on. If there was anything to be found, the Callanan would find it. She trusted their skill.

      Eventually she turned and walked back towards the residence—it had grown late and the place was dark, soft strains of music drifting on the night air from Cuinn’s open window. Judging by the sharp reduction in Kingshield guards crawling all over the estate, Alyna and Aethain had left to return to the palace.

      She stopped for a moment to listen. He was playing a gentle tune, one that was neither mournful nor cheerful, but as with all his music, it calmed her.

      Eventually the notes died away, leaving only the sound of the waves crashing on the shore and the chirping of the night insects. Talyn lingered a while longer before eventually making her way inside and to her room.

      Her thoughts were so busy it took her a moment to realise someone was sitting in the chair by the window. Cuinn.

      “I guess your creepy Shadow powers are back too,” she said dryly, shutting the door. She’d expected Tarcos to be there—but of course he would be waiting for her to make the next move. He was thoughtful with her like that. Guilt twisted through her; she still hadn’t talked to him. “Please don’t tell me you snuck away from the Wolves?”

      “Captain, this place is surrounded by Wolves and Ariar’s Kingshield. I don’t think I’m in any particular danger sneaking from my room to yours. And my ability to use the darkness to hide is not creepy.”

      “It is when you use it to sneak into people’s rooms.” She rubbed at her aching temples. “Why are you here, is something wrong?”

      “We both know that despite my attempts to prove otherwise to everyone back in Mithranar, I’m no fool, Captain,” he said quietly. “What’s with the sudden parade of Dumnorix through poor Ceannar’s house? Ariar made sense—your uncle sending a lesser prince to come and do the diplomatic niceties. But then the king and your mother? The emotions between you reek of suspicion and secrets. You’re hiding something from me and I want to know what it is.”

      Talyn walked across the room, sliding down against the side of her bed and stretching her legs out towards the wall, letting her head fall back to rest against the soft covers. Cuinn remained in the chair to her right. Moonlight shone through the uncovered windows, lighting everything in a silver glow.

      “The fletching and other markings on the arrow that killed my father were identical to the one that killed Sari,” she said eventually. “The Callanan just found out… it’s why my mother came with Aethain. It was just going to be him, a diplomatic courtesy, but she wanted to be the one to tell me.”

      “You’re serious?” The accusation that had been on his face vanished in a flash. Something like sorrow replaced it… for her, for how she must be feeling.

      She took a steadying breath. Even after so much time had passed, speaking aloud about what had happened that day was painfully hard. “One of the Callanan who was with us the day Sari died recognised it.”

      Cuinn leaned forward. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Instinct tells me it’s not a coincidence, even though I desperately want to believe it was, but it doesn’t make any sense. What if it’s my fault… what if Sari and Da are both dead because of me?” she whispered. The grief she’d been holding back since her father’s death swept through her, as if something inside, a shield maybe, had torn loose. Cuinn’s expression deepened into shock and dismay.

      A sob escaped her. She had thought she was coping with her father’s death, but now it was clear her grief still ran deep. She couldn’t stop the tears, even though part of her was horrified to be showing such weakness in front of Cuinn.

      Then a light melody filled the room. It settled around her like a blanket, not attempting to erase her grief, but somehow lightening the depth of it, making it quieter, more bearable. Her sobs eased, the tears slowing to a stop.

      When she came back to herself, it was to find Cuinn sitting inches away from her, humming softly, eyes closed. His healing leg was stretched out, the other curled underneath him in a way that couldn’t be comfortable.

      His eyes opened to meet hers, green and bright in the dim room. She was taken back to the Shadowhawk’s apartment, when she’d first returned to Mithranar and told him about the death of Sari, of the grief and guilt she still carried. How she’d felt his simple understanding from across the room. It had reached her then, slipped behind her emotional shields and eased her pain, and it did the same now.

      “I know the pain you feel. I’m sorry, Talyn,” he murmured.

      Suddenly awkward by how close he was, how intimate the conversation had become, she sniffed and shifted away, scrubbing furiously at her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she muttered, “I didn’t mean to cry in front of you.”

      He smiled. “Never be sorry for allowing yourself to grieve. But let me ask you something. On the ship here, you told me about Sari, how she’s still with you… does she blame you for her death?”

      “No. The idiot is happy that she might have saved my life that day,” Talyn muttered.

      “And your father? If he knew he’d taken an arrow meant for your mother, or even for you?”

      She swallowed, scrubbed at the tears on her cheeks. “The same.”

      “It will never be easy,” he said. “But maybe it will help if you think about it from that perspective.”

      It did. It didn’t stop her from missing them terribly. But it made their deaths more bearable.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      His green eyes scanned her face as if looking for something but not finding it. “Will you stay and help with the Callanan investigation? Because if that’s what you want, you should. Don’t imagine you have any obligation to me or the Wolves.”

      She took a deep, shuddering breath. “I’m still… I’m still healing, you know? And there’s Vengeance to be dealt with—that’s important, Cuinn, and I’m in the best position to do it. But it doesn’t stop me feeling horribly guilty for not staying even though I know there are good people working on it, including my mother.”

      He looked away suddenly, like he didn’t want her to see what was on his face. She caught no hint of his emotion, indicating he was shielding tightly. A brief silence fell. It took her a moment to realise this was the first time since the avalanche that they’d had an opportunity to talk alone without him being fevered and sick. She’d told him about Sari still being in her head on a particularly bad day in an attempt to cheer him, and had half-hoped he hadn’t remembered.

      “I owe you an apology.” She sat up straighter and wiped away the remaining wetness on her face. “All those times I was horribly rude to you... here I was thinking you were a spoiled brat who did nothing but play sport and bed women, and you were really running about as the Shadowhawk.”

      “To be fair, I still did spend most of my time playing sport and bedding women.” He shifted, leaning back against the bed beside her, wings tucked in tight, wincing as his healing leg straightened further. “And occasionally I ventured out to do something that would annoy my mother and brothers. Don’t paint me as a hero, Captain.”

      “You also went out of your way to make me dislike you.”

      “I couldn’t risk having you suspect me.” His tone was pensive. “I realised very early on how smart you are.”

      She lifted an eyebrow. “With how quickly I found you?”

      “A sharp reminder that I had grown sloppy pitting myself against the WingGuard.” He met her eyes. “Will you tell me the truth? About why they all came here.”

      And there went the lighter mood.

      She forced herself to meet his eyes. “I can’t.”

      Hurt flashed over his face and he looked away.

      “I made a promise, and I can’t break my word. It’s not my secret to tell.” She tried to explain, but the words sounded hollow, felt hollow.

      The warmth that had been between them—a bubble of confidence and trust she hadn’t even realised was there—shattered as he lifted himself awkwardly to his feet. He limped for her door, and she tried to think of something to bring him back, to try and fix what she’d just broken, but there was nothing, only more lies.

      He reached the door in silence, but paused there. “It’s time to go back to Mithranar. I spoke to Ceannar this morning—he’s helped make arrangements. We’ll leave tomorrow evening.”

      “Cuinn, wait.” She stood, her voice stopping him as he turned the door handle. “If we’re going home, I need to ask something of you.”

      He didn’t turn around. “What?”

      “No more wearing masks around me. No glamour, no emotional manipulation to make me think or believe things about you. If I’m to keep you safe, I need to know the real you, the man behind all those masks.”

      His hand tightened on the doorknob. “No one has seen beyond my masks for so long that I’m not sure where the glamour ends and the real me begins anymore.”

      She’d suspected as much. “Just be honest with me. Don’t pretend.”

      “Be honest with you while you’re keeping secrets from me. And more than one, if my magic is right.” Surprisingly there wasn’t any bitterness in his words. He finally turned towards her. “But maybe that’s fair enough. Perhaps I need to win your trust, Captain, so that you can trust me. I’ll do as you ask.”

      Guilt seared her. “Thank you.”

      With a little nod, he was gone.

      Rubbing at her temples again—her headache had only gotten worse after her conversation with Cuinn—she flopped into the bed.

      “Talyn?”

      “What?” she muttered aloud.

      “You just referred to Mithranar as home.”

      

      Unable to sleep, and thoroughly ignoring Sari’s comment and its implications, Talyn went down to the stables and saddled up FireFlare. The night was warm, and a long gallop helped clear her head. The mare enjoyed it just as much as she did and the both of them were much more relaxed as they cantered slowly back into Ceannar’s home, waving to the Kingshield guards on the way in.

      She was surprised to find Ariar awake and leaning against the wall by the door of the barn, staring up at the stars. His hand lifted in greeting. He followed as she dismounted and led FireFlare inside, watching quietly as she began unsaddling the mare.

      “Can’t sleep either, huh?” he said eventually.

      “Not tonight,” she admitted, hauling the saddle off and hanging it on the wall. “No late-night conversation with Tiercelin?”

      A smile flashed over Ariar’s face. “I like your Wolves. And they adore you.”

      “They do not,” she scoffed.

      “They do.” He cocked his head. “You and I are very much alike.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “How’s that?”

      His smile widened. “Look at you! Riding in well after midnight, dusty, clad in a riding jacket and torn breeches, escaping all your cares on a long ride, just you and your Aimsir mare.”

      She sighed. “Is there something wrong with any of that?”

      “It’s just not very princess-like.”

      Talyn chuckled. “I’m not a princess. My mother abdicated any political connection to the family.”

      “I think that’s been un-abdicated now,” he said dryly. “It has truly helped her, going back to court, being near us. But I also think she enjoys it.”

      A comfortable silence fell as Talyn slowly began grooming her mare. FireFlare relaxed completely, eyes drifting closed.

      “Don’t you miss it?”

      She looked up. “What? Being an Aimsir?”

      “Not just that. Being out in the saddle, being a Callanan warrior, all of it.”

      Talyn used the rhythmic strokes of the curry comb to distract herself from the rush of emotion Ariar’s question summoned. “Always.” She managed the word, forced the rest out. “The day that Sari died was the day I lost the life I loved. I would do absolutely anything to have that life back. Anything.” She took a deep breath, palms spread over FireFlare’s warm hide. “But she’s not coming back. So I have to find another life, even though I know it will never be the same.”

      Ariar was silent a moment, considering that, then said, “I like Cuinn too. He’s a good sort.”

      She looked over with a smile. “You’re the only one here who seems to think so.”

      “I told you.” He waggled a finger at her. “We’re alike, you and I. We don’t quite fit the mould.”

      “You could come to Mithranar. We could use a warrior of middling skill like yourself.”

      He laughed. “No, I’ve found my place in the mountains hunting brigands. I dread the day I’m too old for that.”

      “You’ll never be too old for that.” She snorted. “You’ll take an arrow at ninety-five, desperately trying to stay in the saddle while that stallion of yours races down a perilous hillside.”

      Ariar’s smile faded. “The First Blade told your mother and I everything. Generally I make a habit of not worrying over things, but this…”

      “Me too.” She put the comb away, turned to face him. “Did they tell you what they want me to do in Mithranar?”

      “They did. If anyone can pull it off, it will be you.” He met her gaze, no trace of doubt or concern in his sky-blue Dumnorix eyes.

      “It might not stop anything.”

      “Whatever comes, we’ll be prepared to meet it,” he said, though the troubled look on his face warred with his confident tone.

      “Cuinn wants to leave tomorrow.” She opened the stall door and stepped out. “So I guess it will be a while before I see you again.”

      “Yeah, I’m riding out in the morning. A message came from one of my captains in Port Lathilly. We’ll go early, before dawn.” He offered a sad smile. “Don’t make it too long before you visit again, and take care of yourself in Mithranar. You’re my favourite Dumnorix, Tal.”

      She reached up to hug him tightly. “Farewell, Cousin.”

      “For now.” He smiled his bright smile at her, then let go.

      Determination coalesced in her chest as she watched him walk away. She would deal with Vengeance, wipe them out, then she would do whatever it took after that to keep her home safe.

      Both her homes.
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      Cuinn had apparently announced his planned departure over dinner the previous night. She woke the next morning to find Corrin lingering at her door, wanting to check that she was comfortable with them all going back to Mithranar so soon.

      “It’s Cuinn’s decision to make,” she’d told him. “But I think he’s going to be fine.”

      “So do I,” Corrin said, digging his hands in his pockets. “I’ll be glad to see Theac and the Wolves again, Captain, and I miss my home. But going back, it’s…”

      “I know.” He hadn’t needed to finish his sentence. “Now we know exactly how much danger he’s in.” And how much danger Mithranar was in. “Come on, let’s go eat some breakfast. I want to talk with you all about the return trip.”

      She and Corrin were heading towards the kitchen where the Wolves usually ate when Tarcos found her. “Can we talk?” he asked. “It won’t take long.”

      Her heart sank. After her conversation with Ariar the night before it had been too late—and she hadn’t been in the right frame of mind—to go to Tarcos. But she had to talk to him before she left. “We do need to talk. I’ll catch up with you later, Corrin.”

      Corrin saluted and continued to the kitchen alone.

      Talyn followed as Tarcos led her into the nearby garden. It was a warm morning and the sun was bright. A slight breeze rustled through the bushes as they strolled along one of the pebbled pathways.

      “I missed you last night,” he said, coming to rest against the low brick wall of the estate boundary, brown eyes solemn.

      “I’m sorry.” She glanced away, annoyed with herself. She should have done this days ago.

      “Hey.” He reached out to catch her hand. “Don’t apologise. You know I’ll always give you what you need.”

      She straightened her shoulders, met his gaze. “Tarcos, we need to talk.”

      “We do.” A serious look stole over his already grave features. Her heart sank. “I’m going to be named heir. I want a family, stability, all of that.”

      Unease flared through her. “Tarcos—”

      “I want that life with you. It’s always been you.” His hand tightened on hers. “I want you at my side as consort.”

      She tried not to stiffen. “I’ve never promised you any of that.”

      “And I’ve never asked.” His voice took on a formal tone. “But now I am. Will you marry me, Talyn? Your family won’t protest the match—a Firthlander prince is the perfect choice for a Dumnorix princess. My uncle won’t dispute it either, I’ve already spoken of it with him.”

      She took a deep breath. “I wish you hadn’t. Tarcos, I can’t marry you. That’s not the life I want.”

      His face and voice gentled. “Is it about Sari? Because I hope you know I’m willing to give you whatever time you need to heal. I’ll wait until you’re ready.”

      “No.” She gently tugged her hand out of his, hating the disappointment and hurt rising in his eyes. “Tarcos, I care about you. But I don’t want to be consort to a warlord and I don’t want marriage. I never have. You know that.”

      He swallowed. Her heart clenched. He was upset, deeply so, even though little of it showed on his face. Not wanting to see his pain—knowing she was the cause of it—she glanced away, trying not to feel awkward but failing miserably.

      Her gaze fell on Cuinn, limping down the path towards them—on his morning walk, of course. He insisted on walking everywhere until his leg was stronger, even though Tiercelin had been encouraging him to keep his flight muscles strong too. Abruptly she felt guilty, though that was ridiculous. Tarcos saw the direction of her gaze and true anger rippled across his dark face.

      “You’re saying no to me because of him?”

      “Of course not!” she said, indignance rising up to swallow her discomfort. “Tarcos, I’m not… I’m not in love with you. I care about you, and I respect you, but I’m not leaving my life to marry you. I don’t want to marry anyone. All those things you just listed… family, stability, I don’t want any of that.” She wouldn’t last a half-turn in that life without restlessness making her want to crawl out of her skin.

      He frowned. “I don’t understand. We’ve been building towards this for years. I am a Hadvezer prince. You are a Dumnorix princess. We are a perfect match.”

      Something flashed in his eyes then that made her take a step back, cold sliding through her chest. “Tell me this isn’t because I’m Dumnorix.”

      “What isn’t?” he asked impatiently.

      “You courting me, us becoming lovers. Tell me that didn’t happen because you thought I would be a good political match for you?” She stared at him. It couldn’t be, surely? He couldn’t have been planning this the whole time.

      “I love you. I want you as my wife. We’ve been together for years. That’s what this is about. I don’t understand why you’re suddenly baulking.”

      “Then you haven’t been listening to me,” she said, trying and failing not to get angry at the stubbornness in his voice. “I’ve never promised you anything more than a casual relationship. Not once. And if you knew me at all, you would know this is the last thing I want.”

      His jaw tightened. “Please think about it. Maybe after some time, you’ll—”

      “No.” She cut him off gently. “It wouldn’t be fair to leave you hanging. You need to find someone who will love you like you deserve.”

      “I want you.” His voice came out rough-edged and angry. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be like this, but I’ve been waiting for so long. You are all I imagined.”

      “I didn’t realise you had such different expectations. You never said anything.”

      “I thought it was clear.”

      “It wasn’t,” she snapped, patience fraying.

      He stared at her. “Were you paying any attention at all, these past years? After everything that’s happened, I thought you would eventually come home, stay here, be the Dumnorix you were born to be.”

      “Then clearly I wasn’t paying any more attention to your wishes than you were to mine,” she said coldly.

      The angry words rippled around them, fading into a weighted silence. They’d never fought like this before, never, and the conversation had an unreal quality about it. Tarcos’s expression softened from anger to something like helpless frustration. Before she could think of anything more to say, he abruptly brushed by her, striding away along the path towards the beach.

      She didn’t turn to watch him go. Instead she looked up the path to where Cuinn had been approaching. He’d vanished too.

      Shit.

      Sari piped up. “That was awkward.”

      “Did I miss something? I thought I’d been clear with him.”

      “You never promised him anything. But you’ve known for a while now that he was getting more serious.”

      “I know, but he’s behaving like I just ruined his life. He doesn’t love me like that. I know he doesn’t. I wouldn’t have stayed with him if he did.”

      “Right, because that would have totally scared you off.”

      Her mouth tightened at Sari’s implication. “That’s unfair.”

      “Sorry. I was joking… mostly.” Sari hesitated. “I never wanted you to be with him.”

      “Oh really?” Talyn tried to distract herself with humour. “You don’t think Tarcos and Roan would have gotten along?”

      Laughter trilled through her head. “Poor Roan wouldn’t have known what to make of that hulking brute. And Tarcos’s painful politeness would have grated my nerves to no end.”

      Talyn frowned, coming to a halt. “You’re being serious. I know you gave him a hard time when we first met, but… you truly never liked him? Why didn’t you ever say anything?”

      “It wasn’t my place to tell you who you should sleep with.”

      “You were worried. That I’d marry him and join court. Leave the Callanan,” Talyn said in realisation.

      A long silence in her head, then, “Maybe. And I was so worried that my fear would somehow influence you against it, and I didn’t want to hold you back if that’s what you wanted.”

      “Sari. I never wanted it. Not for a single second. Especially not while you were still with me.”

      “I know that now.”

      It turned out Cuinn had only gone a little way back up the path and was sitting on a bench by the wall, left leg stretched out before him.

      “Eavesdropping, were you?” she asked, still snappish with fading anger, both at Tarcos and Sari, for holding so much back from her.

      “Couldn’t hear a thing from here,” he promised. “But that Firthlander prince is pretty intimidating. I thought I’d better stick around in case you needed help.”

      She couldn’t help it. Her breath huffed out in a laugh. “And what exactly would you have done if he’d attacked me? Thrown your crutch at him?”

      “I’ve got good aim.” Cuinn levered himself to his feet, wings flared for balance. There was no wince at the movement now, not even a grunt of effort. He wasn’t back to full strength yet, and his leg still looked stiff, but he was essentially walking without needing to rely on the crutch he still carried. All her remaining anger vanished at the sight.

      “I think what you’ve accomplished here… the way you’ve done everything Tiercelin has asked, and not given up, not even once, no matter how hard it was or how much it hurt. I think that’s one of the most impressive things I’ve ever seen,” she said quietly.

      “How could I do otherwise?” he said. “After everything you and the Wolves have done for me?”

      She looked away, unfamiliar emotion tight in her chest. “I was planning to talk to the Wolves over breakfast about our trip home. I assume you’d like to join us?”

      “Now that I don’t need to pretend around you, I’d like to be more involved,” he said. “You know that I always cared, even when I had to pretend not to?”

      “I do.” She cleared her throat. “But that will be difficult, back in Mithranar.”

      Some of the light in his face dulled, but he didn’t try and disagree with her. He was silent as they made their slow way to the kitchens, though.

      

      After breakfast, Talyn saddled up FireFlare and galloped the distance into the city. It was the last opportunity she’d have for a long time to ride her mare, and she already felt guilty enough about not staying in Calumnia to leave without a final visit to her mother.

      Before going to the palace, however, she spent some time with Leviana and Cynia at an inn popular with Ryathl’s Aimsir. Both Callanan were delighted to see Talyn, and they dived straight into conversation, catching up on what had happened since they’d last seen each other.

      “Tarcos wants to marry you?” Leviana looked delighted.

      “I told him no.” Talyn chuckled as Leviana’s face fell. “I have no interest in getting married.”

      “You sure your refusal hasn’t got something to do with that delicious Mithranan prince?” Cynia teased.

      “No, it hasn’t.” A startled laugh of amusement escaped her at the idea. “How do you even know what he looks like anyway?”

      “We don’t.” The partners shared a grin. “But the way you describe him… he sounds delicious.”

      “I’m pretty certain I’ve never described him that way,” Talyn said dryly. “But it’s kind of true.”

      They all laughed.

      “Actually, we have some news for you too.” Cynia turned serious. “The First Blade summoned us yesterday.”

      Talyn lifted an eyebrow. “Do tell.”

      “She’s sending us to Mithranar to interview the Shadowhawk.” Leviana jumped in excitedly, ignoring her partner’s warning look. “We’ll get to work together.”

      “I see.” Talyn sat back in her chair with a sigh.

      “Don’t hold back your enthusiasm,” Cynia said dryly.

      “She doesn’t trust me,” Talyn said bluntly. “So she’s sending two of my friends to ensure I follow through on my promise.”

      “Actually, that’s not it at all.” Leviana scowled. “Lord Ariar requested it.”

      A smile spread over Talyn’s face.

      “Don’t grin like that.” Cynia scowled. “Do you have any idea how annoyed the First Blade is with us for being the Horselord’s sudden favourites?”

      “Sorry.” Talyn lifted her hands in the air. “Ariar is just looking out for me. He knows how good you are, and he wants to make sure I’m protected. It’s a compliment to you both.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Leviana grumbled, but the glower on her face faded as a smile struggled to break free. “I’m excited about getting to see Mithranar.”

      Cynia tried to smile, but a troubled look quickly covered it. She lowered her voice. “Lord Ariar insisted the First Blade tell us everything. About Vengeance, the informant, all of it.”

      Talyn relaxed further, wishing Ariar was here so she could hug him. “I can’t tell you how glad I am not to be the only one with this secret.”

      “I never imagined we would ever face another war.” Leviana’s voice dropped to a murmur.

      Talyn forced reassurance into her voice. “We’ll make sure it doesn’t come to that. What are your plans?”

      “We’ve got a ship booked in a week’s time,” Cynia said. “Given Leviana’s family background, we’ll be travelling as small-time merchants looking for new trade avenues. Levs knows enough to make us look and sound legitimate.”

      Talyn nodded. “Wait two days after you arrive, then go to a place called the Kahvi House in the Market Quarter. The owner’s name is Petro. Find an innocuous reason to talk to him, then tell him you’re a friend of Talyn’s. Let him know where you’re staying and he’ll get a message to me. I’ll warn him to look out for you.” She directed a pointed look at Leviana. “Dock City is a very different place to anything you’ve experienced before. Once you’ve spoken to Petro, wait for me to contact you, and in the meantime just focus on living your cover.”

      “You make it sound like we’re walking into a nest of brigands or something,” Cynia grumbled.

      “You pretty much are if you come to the notice of the wrong people,” Talyn said. “Trust me on this.”

      “Easily done.” Leviana reached across the table to squeeze her hand. “I really wanted you to come back to the Callanan, Tal. I still do. But I want you to be happy most of all. And I’m glad you’ve found a new life for yourself.”

      “Thanks.” Talyn squeezed her hand back, then lifted her ale, excitement bubbling up in her chest. “Here’s to working together in Mithranar.”

      

      Aethain was out of the city, so Talyn and Alyna shared lunch in her mother’s quarters, tacitly agreeing not to talk about anything important, instead laughing over the latest court gossip and enjoying their time together. Eventually Talyn rose to leave, and Alyna walked her to the door.

      Talyn hugged her mother tightly. “I’m okay, Mama.”

      Alyna’s violet gaze scanned her face, reassuring herself Talyn was telling the truth. “We’ll do everything we can to find the brigand archer. I promise you.”

      “I know you will.” Talyn forced a smile. “Will you farewell Uncle for me? And say hello to Aeris next time you write to him. I’ll miss you all.”

      “I wish you weren’t going.” Alyna sighed.

      “I’ll be back one day,” Talyn said. “And I’m sorry, for not being here for you. I wish I could, I just…”

      Alyna framed her face with both hands. “All I ask is that you remember your family, Talyn. Remember your duty. Burn bright and true.”

      “Burn bright and true,” she promised. “Always.”
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      Unable to remain in the cramped cabin of the ship any longer, Cuinn limped out into the narrow walkway beyond his door and contemplated the stairs leading to the deck. A hint of salty air drifted down to him, promising space and sunlight, and he summoned his determination.

      He could do stairs.

      Taking it one step at a time, he eventually manoeuvred himself to the top, surprising the Wolf talon on guard there.

      Andres frowned. “Your Highness, can I help?”

      His leg ached bitterly, but the Wolf didn’t need to know that. “I just need some fresh air, Talon Tye. No need for you or the others to follow me around like I’m a lost puppy. Nobody’s going to attack me in the close confines of this ship.”

      Andres bowed his head. “We’ll keep our distance.”

      He limped away, putting more weight on his healing leg than he should to avoid Andres getting the impression he needed help. Pain stabbed through him when his leg protested that show of pride, but he ignored it and pushed on.

      He would get there.

      The sea breeze whipped through his hair, and he extended his wings with a sigh of relief—the sensation of the air sliding through his feathers was pure delight. He considered calling for Tiercelin and taking a flight with his Wolf protector, but his attention was caught by the sight of Talyn at the prow, expression closed as she stared out at the ocean beyond, and all thoughts of a flight faded from his mind. As always with her, he got the distinct impression she was caught up in some internal battle.

      While he normally used his magic constantly as Prince Cuinn, an instinctive protection just like his glamour, a warning system of sorts to tell him if anyone suspected the falseness of his indolent prince façade, it was of little use around Talyn. She was a master of cool self-control, which she wielded just as skilfully as he wielded his glamour. And on the brief occasions when he could read her, it was usually annoyance at him, or very rarely, a deep aching grief that burned and made him want to run away and cry.

      And her masks hid secrets too. Frustration surged, but he fought it down. Talyn Dynan’s honour, her innate devotion to her family—and by extension the Twin Thrones—was important to her. If she’d sworn to keep a promise, she wasn’t going to break her word for him.

      No matter how badly he wished she would.

      Shaking his head to dispel maudlin thoughts, he limped over to join her. She noticed him coming long before he got there, of course, but said nothing and continued staring out at the ocean—allowing him to approach without the pressure of her watching.

      Eventually he reached the railing and braced his hands on it, mostly to take some weight off his aching leg. His spread wings allowed him to easily stay balanced on the rocking deck while the breeze whipped around them. “You got your sea legs pretty quickly,” he commented.

      “What can I say?” She shrugged. “Callanan balance. What about you? You look like you’re moving around on this deck pretty well. Where’s your walking stick?”

      He tapped his nose secretively and bent low to whisper. “It’s my magical powers.”

      She laughed. It made her sapphire eyes sparkle. He tried not to be entranced. Failed miserably. “More like it’s those enormous wings of yours. You winged folk are such cheats.”

      “Hah. You’ve clearly never tried swimming with wings.” He couldn’t help but smile at her good mood. “But you’re right. Winged folk have natural balance. That’s probably where you get yours from too.”

      Talyn started at his words. He didn’t miss it. She was most definitely of winged folk blood—he’d guessed it the moment he met her, and she’d related the limited information her father had passed on about his winged folk blood in one of Cuinn’s less feverish moments during the long ship journey to Ryathl. It made him curious about who her father was, and why he’d left Mithranar and never returned. Why he’d barely told her anything about himself.

      But as usual, she wouldn’t talk about anything remotely painful, instead changing the subject. “Can we expect a welcoming party when we arrive?”

      The question sobered him, ugly knots of anxiety rearing in his chest and stomach, tightening so fiercely it was a struggle not to let on how her words affected him. “In my last letter I assured Mithanis I’d be home within the month, so no doubt he’s got Falcons keeping an eye on all ships arriving from the Twin Thrones.”

      Her eyes studied his face, making him feel utterly exposed. His instinct was to draw on his glamour, project a lazy indolence to hide behind, but he’d promised to be honest with her. So instead he gritted his teeth and subjected himself to that piercing gaze.

      “We will keep you safe,” she promised.

      “I know you’ll try,” he said, equally serious.

      Her face turned thoughtful as she pondered that. “Theac told me once that Mithanis is the reason Montagn hasn’t made any serious attempt to take Mithranar, not only because he has powerful magic but because he and Azrilan are linked to Montagn by blood. Is that true?”

      “Partly.” Cuinn shrugged. “Mithanis is an undeniable deterrent. It’s no secret how powerful he is, and what a strong king he’ll be. It’s not all about him—no Montagni ahara ever tried to invade us before my mother’s marriage into the Manunin family, after all—but his and Azrilan’s familial connection is an important consideration.” Seeing the question forming in her eyes, he continued. “I can’t tell you for certain why they’ve never tried invasion in the past, but part of it is because the WingGuard, under the Ciantar, used to be a much more powerful entity than it is today.”

      She frowned. “What is a Ciantar?”

      “Who is the Ciantar.” Cuinn relaxed as the conversation moved away from his brothers. “After the Acondors, the Ciantar family were the most powerful nobles in Mithranar. Lord Ciantar sat on the Queencouncil and commanded the WingGuard. The Falcons might be lazy and incompetent now, but that wasn’t always the case. Ravinire tries, but he doesn’t have the influence and power the Ciantar family had, and so he’s caught between my mother and my brothers and the rest of the Queencouncil.”

      Curiosity leaked from her, bright and infectious. “There’s nobody with that name on the Queencouncil now. What happened to them?”

      He took a breath. “My mother executed the entire family for treason, and she’d only just been crowned when it happened. Every single one of them. She’s always refused to tell anyone exactly what they’d actually done. It’s been kept a closely held secret.”

      “What… nobody knows the specifics of why she had them executed?” She stared at him.

      “I’m fairly certain Ravinire knows at least part of it, and Mithanis and Azrilan know everything,” Cuinn said. “But officially? All my mother ever announced was that the Ciantar and his family had committed treason against the crown.”

      “Do you know?”

      “Not much. Azrilan told me once it had something to do with the previous Shadowhawk. When he was caught, he must have given up their names as helping him,” Cuinn said. “Or she found out some other way.”

      Shock and realisation spread over her face. “That’s why you took the old Shadowhawk’s name?”

      “My mother thought by murdering an entire family she’d gotten rid of the Shadowhawk.” He smiled bitterly. “It gave me a perverse sense of satisfaction to throw it back in her face.”

      Talyn let out a breath. “So your mother could decide anyone—including the most powerful family in Mithranar—has committed treason and execute them with impunity? As could Mithanis, once he is king?”

      “Or is formally named heir.” He gave her an easy smile to hide his unease. “Exactly, Captain.”

      “So a winged family was helping humans back then?” she mused.

      “Maybe.” Cuinn wasn’t certain. “If Mother wanted the Ciantar family gone for some other reason, she may have fabricated or over-exaggerated their link to the Shadowhawk.”

      They turned back towards the ocean, each lost in their thoughts for a few moments. Thinking of what his mother had done had his anxiety returning, fisting in his chest, almost choking off his breathing, despite how much he hated feeling this way. The part of him that desperately wanted to be home again fought bitterly with the part of him that was terrified to step foot back in the citadel.

      His whole life had been a constant battle to appear unthreatening, to make sure nobody found out what he was doing, to stay out of Mithanis’s way. And now it was going to start all over again. A cold sweat broke over his skin at the thought. All he wanted was for the hiding to end.

      “Are you ready for this?” she murmured, as if sensing his distress. “Magically, I mean—after your injuries, do you have the strength to go back to pretending all the time? It’s going to be more important than ever, especially in the beginning, to convince everyone you really have just been on a trip.”

      Despair flitted across Cuinn’s face and he couldn’t have hidden it even if he’d wanted to. “Do you know how much I hate pretending, how worthless it makes me feel? Especially now.”

      “Especially now?” She frowned.

      “Yes,” he wanted to say. “Especially now you’re here, and I have the Wolves. I want to be me, just me. No more hiding.” But he couldn’t tell her that. She didn’t want to know that he thought she was the most wonderful thing to happen to Mithranar in a long time, that he thought… he cut himself off ruthlessly. “It’s exhausting,” he said instead. “And it only grows harder the longer I have to do it.”

      Understanding flashed in her eyes, but he watched as she pushed it away and firmed her voice. “My primary concern is your safety. You’ve been protecting yourself this whole time, and while I understand how hard it is, you have to keep doing it.”

      He nodded and summoned what fading strength he had left. It was time to broach the subject of the Shadowhawk with her. He’d been waiting till he felt stronger, till there was time, but if he was honest with himself, he’d been avoiding it too. “I concede that point, but there’s something else we need to discuss. You and the Wolves have been assuming that just because it’s safer to let Vengeance keep thinking the Shadowhawk is dead, I’m going to go back to Mithranar and sit idly by and do nothing.”

      Something flashed in her sapphire eyes, but her self-control masked the emotion from him. “And you’re telling me that assumption is wrong? Cuinn, you can’t do anything foolish.”

      “Can’t I?” he demanded, growing angry. Good, anger would give him the strength he needed to face her down. “Because I’m the prince and you’re the WingGuard captain in Mithranar, Talyn. You don’t give me orders.”

      “Cuinn—”

      “Since Raya’s death, I have been unable to sit by and do nothing. Do you understand me? And that isn’t going to change because I got hurt,” he said.

      “Are you telling me you’re going back to being the Shadowhawk?” She looked him dead in the eye.

      “Not immediately. Not while I’m still healing, still recovering my strength. And not until Mithanis calms down from his inevitable rage at my absence,” he said. “But after that… the humans still need my help. And I plan to give it to them.”

      “Then you’re a fool,” she snapped. “Because Vengeance will come after you again the moment they know you’re still alive. And next time they might succeed.”

      His mouth tightened. “They might, but that doesn’t change anything. I’ve had Falcons and City Patrol hunting me for years. I know how to hide, and I’m not going to let fear stop me from helping my people.”

      “I—”

      “Don’t even try and argue with me on this. You are no different, Talyn Dumnorix,” he said fiercely.

      Something flashed over her face and she turned away. “We’ll discuss it once you’re well again.”

      She wasn’t conceding, not for a second, she was just delaying the inevitable confrontation. That was fine. He was too weary to keep pushing her right now.

      “Fine,” he said tersely. “My leg is aching. I’m going to go and rest.”

      

      It was late afternoon two days later when their ship rounded the heads and entered Feather Bay. He hadn’t spoken to Talyn again—he’d kept largely to his cabin aside from regular strolls around the deck to continue building his strength and a handful of flights with Tiercelin to stretch his wings.

      Anxiety and fear had taken a fierce hold of him by the time he got out of bed that morning, the sound of the Wolves sparring on the deck above doing nothing to ease it. If anything, they only reminded him of the danger he was about to walk into. Eventually he couldn’t lie there any longer and limped up on deck.

      Talyn and Corrin were huddled at the port railing down near the stern, sipping at steaming mugs and presumably admiring the sight of the citadel illuminated by the morning sun. Judging from the snippets of conversation floating to him on the breeze, they were talking about Theac’s wedding.

      “Your Highness.” Corrin saw him first, straightening into a perfect soldier’s stance. “Good morning.”

      “Corrin.” He smiled. “You must be excited to see your mother and sisters.”

      “I am, Your Highness.”

      “The Wolves are excited too,” Cuinn said. “About the wedding.” He often caught flashes of it with his magic.

      Corrin beamed. “If you’ll excuse me, Captain, Your Highness. I’d best finish packing up.”

      “Thanks, Corrin,” Talyn murmured. She’d barely been paying attention to the conversation, her eyes firmly fixed on the citadel in the distance.

      The talon hesitated, glancing between them before leaving. “We’ll be ready for this.”

      Cuinn nodded, trying to allow himself to be reassured by the man’s words, but failing miserably. Talyn said nothing, still watching the citadel. He swallowed. The fight they’d had was forgotten, overtaken by his fear and anxiety about what faced him.

      “I’m scared,” he said quietly.

      “I can understand that.”

      “How pathetic does that make me?” He couldn’t look at her. His eyes were fixed on the ground and his shoulders were hunched in shame. “I can’t even face my own brother without being so terrified I feel ill.”

      “Do you remember last year when I first came to Mithranar?” she asked. Her voice was cool, unruffled. “It wasn’t long after that when intruders were spotted in the citadel, and you told me you could feel Zamaril’s terror as he guarded your roof door?”

      He blinked at her apparent change in subject, and it took a moment to recall. “Right. I asked you to speak to him. After that, his fear faded. I’ve always been curious about what you said.”

      “He was terrified, white and shaking,” she said quietly. “I told him that the true meaning of courage is to be absolutely terrified of something, yet do it anyway.”

      He huffed a breath. “I know that already. I was the Shadowhawk for years knowing that if I was caught, I would be killed—and while that scared me, I still did what I did because it was important. But now, after what happened, I’m terrified I can’t be strong again—I feel vulnerable, exposed. I can’t help it. I’m a quivering mess.”

      She said nothing for a long time, and eventually he looked towards her, where her hands rested against the railing. They were white-knuckled, as if holding in some inner torment. He held his magic at bay, instinctively knowing she wouldn’t want him to pry.

      When she caught him looking, she lifted her eyes to his. “Until recently, there wasn’t a day that passed since Sari’s death that I wasn’t terrified I’d never be what I was again, that I was permanently broken. I know what inadequacy is, Cuinn.”

      He reached out, sliding his hand over hers where it rested on the wood. Her skin was cold under his, but she didn’t pull away. “I don’t know what you were before, Captain, but I’ll tell you now that I’ve never met anyone braver, or stronger, than you.”

      She cleared her throat, huffing a laugh. “You’re being nice to me.”

      “No, I’m being truthful.” His words tripped over themselves in their earnestness. He needed her to believe him, needed to do something to alleviate the pain that was still there deep inside her. “If Sari saw you now, she’d be beyond proud to see what you’ve accomplished. Your Da would feel the same. I know that with more certainty than I’ve ever known anything.”

      She went still for a breath-holding moment, then she moved, flipping the hand that lay under his palm over, entwining their fingers. He returned her grip just as fiercely.

      “We can do this,” she said. “Both of us. Together.”

      He swallowed. He didn’t want to be any less strong than she was—he would fight with everything he had to be that strong. “Okay, Captain.”

      His voice seemed to break the spell, and she stiffened slightly, unclasping her hand from his and shifting away. He caught a flash of awkwardness, embarrassment, and underneath that, self-chastisement. For a moment he was frozen, the brief touch having roused all manner of emotions, but he tried to snap himself out of it. She was so controlled that any collapse of that control never failed to fluster her, and if he teased her now she would shut off completely and he didn’t want that.

      So he changed the subject. “Will you ask one of the Wolves to take my walking stick?” he said. “I don’t want to show any weakness in front of Mithanis.”

      She frowned. “Can you walk that far?”

      “I’ll have to fly in,” he reminded her. “Or it will look odd.” He’d just have to hope he could stick the landing without betraying his weaker left leg.

      Tiercelin dropped out of the sky then, grey wings spread wide, saluting to both of them. The other talons approached at the sight of him. “Theac is ready and waiting at your tower, Your Highness.”

      “And the ship’s boats are ready to take the rest of us in, Captain,” Andres added.

      Cuinn turned to Talyn. “No need to make an unnecessary show of strength. If Mithanis is planning a welcoming party, I don’t want to throw my guard in his face. Take your time arriving.”

      “I agree. Tiercelin will escort you up.” She eyed him. “You ready?”

      He looked at the Wolves. Disciplined, strong, and trained by her.

      Then he looked back at her and nodded. “I’m ready.”
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      Cuinn flew directly from the ship to his tower, hoping to have the opportunity to settle in before Mithanis or his mother inevitably summoned him. But those hopes were dashed miserably as he dropped out of the sky above his tower to see Mithanis waiting for him on the bridge leading over to it. The prince of night was alone, his Falcon detail hovering a good distance off.

      Cuinn fought the urge to glance over at Tiercelin as he landed, ignoring the quick, stabbing pain in his leg. The Wolf was a solid presence just behind and to his left. He couldn’t see any other Wolves around though—had Mithanis ordered them away?

      “Mithanis.” Cuinn summoned a breezy smile. “It’s good to see you. I was away so long I almost missed your sullen face.”

      The prince of night wasn’t trying to hide the anger vibrating from him, and Cuinn didn’t fail to notice that his brother’s right hand rested on the hilt of the knife in his belt. Mithanis’s short-cropped dark hair emphasized the hard lines of his face and his gleaming dark eyes. His magic hung around him like a perfectly tailored cloak, ready and coiled to strike.

      The prince of night used his song magic as a weapon, constantly and without thought, in the same way Cuinn used his to hide. But because Mithanis didn’t have to hide from anyone, his magic was a much blunter force.

      “Where have you been?” Mithanis demanded.

      Cuinn tried to loosen the rigidity of his shoulders. There was nothing he could do about the sweat beading his forehead. At least the air around them was stiflingly warm. He offered a languid shrug. “I’ve been travelling.” Mithanis’s mouth tightened dangerously and Cuinn hurried on. “You know where I’ve been—I sent you letters, plenty of them.”

      “You went to the Twin Thrones.” It wasn’t clear whether Mithanis was asking a question or making a statement. Cuinn decided to take it as a question.

      “Just Ryathl. Did you know they have the most wonderful beaches? Absolutely picturesque. And the women there, well… let’s just say I had a wonderful time.” Cuinn let his smile widen into a leer. He knew how to do this, how to use a touch of glamour and song magic combined to project a façade that fooled everyone around him. It was second nature.

      Mithanis snorted in disgust. “Beaches? Women? You’ve been gone for three months. You vanished without a word to any of us. Not even you are stupid enough to think that’s acceptable behaviour.”

      Cuinn conceded that with an apologetic sigh. “I only intended to be away a week or two, that’s why I just left you and Az a note. But the weather was so nice, and I was enjoying myself so much, I just lost track of time. I’m sorry. I know I should have come back sooner.”

      Mithanis kept tight control of his expression, but contempt flashed briefly in the depths of his dark eyes. Good, contempt was what Cuinn wanted. It meant Mithanis bought his story. “Who did you see there?”

      The question was delivered with deceptive mildness, but Cuinn didn’t miss the danger in it. This was what Mithanis was most interested in knowing. “I briefly spoke to King Aethain, if that’s what you’re asking. He seemed to feel the need to visit me even though I wasn’t in Ryathl in an official capacity. I tell you what, that man is so stiff I wonder if he’s ever able to sit down.”

      “And what did you talk about?”

      “The weather. SkyRiding. It was all a bore, I tell you.” Cuinn matched his words with an irritated roll of his eyes.

      “Where’s the rest of the pathetic human guard you took with you?” he said softly. “Fall overboard or get lost in the Calumnian wilderness, did they?”

      Cuinn thought back to that night in the mines. How they’d saved his life twice now.

      And he was angry.

      He looked around with a puzzled expression. “I seem to recall five of my pathetic human guard soundly defeating Azrilan’s elite warriors in a game of alleya some months ago.”

      Mithanis’s face darkened. Cuinn glanced over his shoulder at Tiercelin. “I also think you may have a problem with your sight, Brother. Not all my Wolves are without wings. Talon Stormflight, am I mistaken?” He glanced at Tiercelin.

      “Certainly not, Your Highness.” Tiercelin bowed his head politely.

      Mithanis’s gaze switched to Tiercelin, lips curling in another sneer. The healer had managed the perfect pitch of deference, trained from birth to do so, but Cuinn was struck with the sudden terror that he might become another target of his brother’s. He shouldn’t have opened his mouth. He was fool.

      “Speaking of which, what have you done with the rest of my wing?” Cuinn spoke in an effort to draw Mithanis’s attention back to him. “I’m astonished they haven’t draped themselves all over me like a too-warm blanket the moment I landed.”

      “I wanted to speak with you alone.” Mithanis gave another smile that did not reach his eyes. “We will discuss your behaviour later as a family. This isn’t done, Cuinn.”

      Cuinn wanted to hold his gaze. To try pushing back in a way he never had before. But nothing had really changed. The threat Mithanis posed to his Wolves hadn’t changed. So he flashed a beaming smile. “I can’t wait.”

      And then Cuinn walked past his brother, heading for his front door, gritting his teeth through the pain of walking without a limp.

      “Cuinn?”

      He turned, summoning the bored puzzlement back to his expression.

      “Ensure your captain goes to see Ravinire as soon as she appears from wherever the rest of your rabble are.”

      There was an implied threat in those words that had Cuinn’s banked fury raging again, but Talyn could handle Ravinire—she already planned to go and see him as soon as the Wolves were settled back in their barracks.

      “I’ll try and remember to tell her.” He waved a hand. “But before you order her executed or something equally unnecessary, do keep in mind that I ordered her to come with me to Ryathl. She protested every step of the way, I assure you.”

      “What I choose to do with WingGuard officers is none of your concern, or interest—as you’ve regularly pointed out,” Mithanis said smoothly, leaping into the air as he did so.

      The second Mithanis was in the air, rustling sounded and Wolves appeared from all directions. Cuinn stared around him, astonished. He’d had no idea they were all there, but the way they’d been positioned… if Mithanis or his distant Falcon detail had tried anything, they’d have been dead before they got a step towards Cuinn.

      “Welcome home, Your Highness.” Theac strode across the bridge before stopping and saluting smartly.

      “Theac.” A grin tumbled over his face, the rush of delight at seeing the grizzled features of Talyn’s second threatening to bowl him over. “You are a sight for sore eyes.”

      “You’re looking well.” Theac cleared his throat. Behind his habitual scowl Cuinn could feel the man’s delight at his obvious recovery.

      “Blame Tiercelin.” Cuinn winked. “Captain Dynan is on her way up with the other talons. I assume your detail is taking over my guard?”

      “That’s right,” Theac said. “Will you be staying in?”

      “For a while. Thank you, Theac.” He wanted to say more, but he couldn’t, not with twenty-odd Wolves watching this whole conversation.

      “Your Highness.” He saluted and turned to bark orders to his detail.

      Cuinn turned to Tiercelin. “Get me inside. I need to sit down before I fall down.”

      

      He collapsed onto the lush sofa in his tower as the last of his strength gave out. His body trembled all over and he had sweated through his shirt. Even worse was the stabbing pain pulsing through his left leg.

      At least he’d managed to get inside before Talyn arrived or Theac saw his weakness.

      A moment later and all his exhaustion and pain was temporarily forgotten as a blur of black fur and claws flashed past his peripheral vision and he found his lap full of tawncat.

      “Jasper!” he murmured, sliding an arm around the animal and hugging him close. The tawncat pressed against him, yowling softly, a rough tongue scraping over the side of his face. And then he was gracefully leaping off Cuinn to land at his feet and remain there, green eyes staring up at him.

      Cuinn’s eyes widened. Jasper had grown remarkably over the past months, and was now comparable with a larger-sized dog… a muscular, vicious dog. A wide grin spread over his face. “I missed you.”

      Jasper tossed his head.

      “Your Highness?”

      Jasper’s eyes slid over to fix a warning glare on Tiercelin.

      “Just give me a moment, Tiercelin.” He winced as he re-settled himself on the sofa, the pain and weariness flooding back with a vengeance.

      The winged Wolf leaned down and gently lifted Cuinn’s leg so that it rested on the table in front of the sofa. Cuinn’s head fell back against the pillows, and he concentrated on breathing through the pain while Tiercelin disappeared for a few moments. When he returned, he lifted Cuinn’s leg again to slide cushions underneath it. “How are you doing?” the healer asked, crouching before him.

      Cuinn swallowed, certain he’d gone deathly pale. “Just give me a few minutes to rest and I’ll be fine.”

      “You did too much.”

      “I was not going to show any weakness in front of Mithanis,” Cuinn gritted out.

      Tiercelin said nothing further. Instead he began using his magic on Cuinn’s leg. After a short time of the healer’s gentle, rhythmic hand movements, the pain began to dull and new energy seeped through him. Lethargy followed, and he dozed until Tiercelin woke him with a touch. “Here, drink this.”

      Cuinn took the mug and sipped at the contents. “Thank you.”

      “The herbs in the tea should help the physical pain.” Tiercelin rose lithely to his feet, wings flaring for balance. “How do you feel otherwise?”

      Cuinn looked away, not wanting to talk to Tiercelin about how terrifying it had been to face his brother. How even now, in his own quarters, he didn’t feel safe. How rivalling all of that fear was guilt and shame—that once again he hadn’t been able to stand up to Mithanis.

      Tiercelin cleared his throat. “Do you want me to get Captain Dynan?”

      Cuinn looked up sharply. “Why?”

      Tiercelin settled a knowing gaze on him. “It just seems that when the captain is around, your spirits are higher.”

      “I’m fine, and I certainly don’t need a babysitter,” he snapped.

      Tiercelin nodded, unoffended. “I need to report to the barracks. I’ll be back this evening to work on you again. Theac’s detail is surrounding the tower, so you’re safe in here.”

      “Thanks.” He lifted his gaze to the healer’s, anger gone as quickly as it had come. “For everything. I wouldn’t be here without you.”

      Tiercelin bowed his head and upper body—a single, graceful movement, wings half-unfurling, arms outstretched, in a gesture of respect the winged folk used with an Acondor royal.

      A bow Cuinn had never once received in his life.

      Shock flooded him. He’d never considered, not for an instant, being a true prince of his country. It had never been an option. When he’d courted Raya, proposed to her, he hadn’t done it with the intention of claiming his birthright. Even then he’d known it was Mithanis’s position alone.

      By the time Cuinn stopped staring, slow to work out how to respond, Tiercelin had gone, the door closing softly behind him. Jasper leapt onto the sofa beside Cuinn, curled up, head resting on Cuinn’s leg, eyes focused on the door. Contentment emanated from the tawncat.

      A few minutes later Theac entered, two more Wolves visible through the gap before the door swung shut.

      “Captain Dynan and the talons are back at the barracks, Your Highness.” Theac gave him a friendly nod before going to take up a guard position in one of the higher levels.

      Cuinn leaned back against the sofa, taking deep breaths in an effort to relax, his hand stroking Jasper’s soft fur. The sweat was clammy on his body and he longed for a bath, but didn’t have enough energy to summon a servant to draw one. Nor could he afford a servant to see him like this.

      Questions and thoughts swirled around and around in his mind; were the Wolves good enough to keep him safe? What was Talyn hiding from him? Should he have just done the smart thing and stayed in Ryathl where he could live his life in safety?

      No. He belonged here. He was a prince of these people and even if he couldn’t act like it, there were things he could do to help them. So he needed to get strong again. Let Mithanis’s temper calm down.

      And then he could start helping once more.

      Eventually he fell into a fitful sleep. He awoke with a start when a loud knocking came at the door. He was still shifting into a more upright position when Theac stomped down the stairs and strode over to the door. The Wolf cautiously glanced out the window, then relaxed the hand on his axe when he saw who it was.

      “Prince Cuinn, it’s your mother.” Theac hesitated. “I can tell her you’re sleeping.”

      “You’re willing to tell the queen of Mithranar to go away?” Cuinn raised an eyebrow. “You Wolves are brave. No Theac, you’d best let her in. Just give me a second.”

      He arranged himself on the couch in what he hoped looked like a casual sprawl, then straightened his shirt and pants. Annoyed to be moved from his comfortable spot, Jasper let out a snarl and dropped to the floor. Cuinn was careful to remove his leg from its resting place and arrange it in a more natural position. A hint of glamour magic removed any sign that he might be hurt or unwell.

      Theac waited until he was ready, then opened the door. He bowed low as the queen walked in, then stood guard at the open entrance, face impassive.

      “Cuinn, where have you been?” his mother snapped without preamble.

      “I told you, Ryathl.” He threaded impatience into his voice. “Mithanis has already been here demanding the same thing. Did neither of you read my letters? I wrote them precisely so you wouldn’t yell at me when I got home.”

      Fury lit up her pale eyes. “You didn’t tell me you were leaving, nor where you were going. That is completely unacceptable.”

      “Yes, yes, Mithanis has already lectured me on that too,” he muttered. “I’m sorry. I left on impulse, and I was enjoying myself and lost track of time.”

      The queen’s face softened as she sighed. “Cuinn. What is going on?”

      He met her eyes. His mother loved him, he didn’t doubt that, but she couldn’t—or wouldn’t—protect him from his brother either. She was a strong queen and a powerful song mage. She held her throne with an iron grip, and she wasn’t stupid. She knew the strength and ambition of her eldest son.

      And she did nothing about it.

      Not for Azrilan, and not for him. Sometimes he thought he hated her for it, but that emotion was always fleeting and superficial. Instead it mostly just made him feel even more lonely. It was one of the reasons he’d proposed to Raya so young—to have someone in his life who loved him, who put him first… it had been a heady feeling. And just as quickly as he’d found that, it had been ripped away.

      Teaching him a valuable lesson. Lonely as it may be, it was less painful to not let people get close to you.

      “Why did you go?” she pressed when he said nothing.

      He shifted to ease his leg, trying to make the movement look casual. He didn’t have the energy for a long, drawn-out conversation with her, not one where he’d have to keep lying convincingly. So he tried to think of a way to distract her, throw her off course, send her away in a huff.

      “Who was my father?” he asked. He hadn’t asked that question since childhood, eventually growing weary of her utter refusal to tell him anything. And given his father’s complete absence from his life, once he’d grown older, he’d stopped caring about who he was. But he hoped asking the question now would provoke the same response, and she’d leave him alone.

      Her face tightened and a wave of reluctance brushed around him—her magic seeking to dissuade him from asking more. As always, unwilling to show her the skill with which he wielded his own magic, he let it wash over him without comment. “Why would you ask me that now?”

      He shrugged. “Surely you don’t think it’s odd that I would want to know who my father was.”

      “You never cared much before,” she said flatly.

      Underneath her words… was that panic he was picking up? Why? Some of his exhaustion fell away as interest took hold. He’d never imagined that the identity of his father might be important, might actually mean something. He’d always just assumed he’d been a pretty winged man from a less important family who’d briefly taken her fancy. “Maybe now I do.”

      Another flare, this time of terror, that she hid quickly and smoothly. “Cuinn, it really doesn’t matter.”

      He sat up straighter, abandoning the pretence at flippancy. “I’m starting to get the impression it does. What are you hiding?”

      The emotional fear and panic was even briefer this time, before his mother sighed in faint irritation with a skill so sublime Cuinn wasn’t sure if he’d imagined the turmoil that preceded it. She glanced around the room a moment before seating herself across from him. “Who did you see in Ryathl?”

      He frowned. In her question there had been a flicker of something. Evasion. A desire for him not to connect something. But what? “I already told Mithanis. The king did the diplomatic niceties.”

      It was her turn to fake the casual shrug, tossing her long golden hair over her shoulder for good measure. “I haven’t seen any of the Dumnorix since they visited after Aethain’s coronation. Is he as severe-looking as I remember?”

      “He is. Why did you request a Kingshield guard for me?” He threw the question out as a test.

      There was no visible reaction as she shrugged again. “I asked for a Kingshield to help train the WingGuard in personal protection. For all of us.”

      “That’s a lie,” he accused. “Talyn Dynan didn’t train the WingGuard, she trained my personal guard detail, and don’t even try and tell me Ravinire did that without your approval. The man doesn’t sneeze without your say so. You know what Mithanis is capable of. That’s why you asked for a Kingshield guard. For me.”

      “You’re exaggerating. Your brother is ambitious, yes, but that doesn’t make him the evil monster you seem to think he is.”

      “That’s just what you want to believe,” he said, upset. “You have no idea what it’s like for me. What happened…”

      “What are you talking about?” she asked sharply.

      “Nothing. It’s nothing.” He sank back into the couch. “Mother, I was bored, and so I went travelling for a while. Really, it’s not a big deal.”

      “If you can’t see that a prince of Mithranar disappearing for three months is a very big deal, then you’re more foolish and immature than I thought you were,” his mother snapped, rising to her feet.

      “Yes, well, I wouldn’t want to ruin your assumptions about me.” He muttered. Part of him realised she’d neatly deflected the conversation about his father and wanted to push her on it, but he was just too exhausted and heartsick.

      She strode for the doorway, wings flaring in agitation, before pausing and looking back at him. He didn’t know what he read in her eyes, but thought it might be disappointment.

      “I loved your father, Cuinn. We had only a short time together, but I loved him; it was nothing like what I had with Mithanis and Azrilan’s father. I had so hoped that the child I shared with him would be…”

      He stared, thrown utterly off balance by her sudden honesty. “What?” he asked in a whisper.

      “Nothing,” she said equally softly. “You’ll be at family dinner tonight, Cuinn.”

      And then she was gone.

      Theac closed the door behind the queen and then turned to him, clearing his throat. “Prince Cuinn—”

      “Leave me alone, Theac.” Cuinn waved him off, desperately not wanting the man to see him break down. “Please, just go.”

      “Your Highness.” He left quietly, closing the door with a soft click.

      Jumping back onto the sofa, Jasper yowled softly, one paw reaching out to bat Cuinn’s shoulder. He swallowed, refusing to allow the tears to fall. His mother’s disappointment had hit him harder than he wanted it to.

      Why was she so terrified of him knowing who his father had been? And why had he never seen that fear in her before? Because he hadn’t cared to, he realised. Because he’d been so focused on hiding and working as the Shadowhawk that he hadn’t bothered to notice anything about his mother aside from the fact that she wouldn’t protect him from Mithanis.

      And now he discovered she’d loved his father. Why hadn’t she married him, if that was the case? With two heirs already, it wasn’t like she’d needed to make another strategic marriage.

      She’d loved his father.

      Cuinn wasn’t sure what to do with that knowledge. Had his father loved her? Loved him? Weariness crashed down over him. Right now he was too physically and emotionally exhausted to try and work any of it out. So he curled up on the couch, Jasper burrowed into his side, and closed his eyes.
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      Theac was waiting in the drill yard of the Wolves’ barracks, a chaotic alleya game going on behind him, when Talyn and her other talons came through the gate.

      “He’s safe?” she asked immediately.

      “Secure in his tower with my detail after a happy reunion with that vicious tawncat of his,” Theac assured her. “I’ll head straight back there, I just wanted to say hello first.”

      She grinned. “It’s good to see you, Theac.”

      “And you.” His habitual scowl faded into a smile.

      A brief hubbub ensued as Halun, Andres, Corrin and Zamaril greeted Theac with enthusiasm, stoically ignoring his glares and muttered complaints about hyperactive children.

      “All is well here?” Talyn asked quietly once the talons had dispersed to go and greet their details.

      “It has been,” Theac said. “Either Windsong did a good job shielding us from any fallout, or there wasn’t much of one, because it’s been a quiet few months. Too quiet, if you ask me. I haven’t seen the man for weeks.”

      Unease stirred. “You haven’t? No orders, nothing like that?”

      “No. We’ve trained every day, continued the volunteer escorts of the human servants at night, and otherwise kept quiet and unobtrusive. Ravinire told me that in your absence there was no expectation for me to attend his weekly captains’ meetings—and that was the last I saw of him, too.”

      She let out a breath. She’d expected more of a reaction than that, even if Ravinire and the princes believed Cuinn had forced the Wolf talons to travel with him.

      Theac brightened a little. “Prince Cuinn looked better than I’d expected.”

      “He’s still doing a lot of pretending, but he and Tiercelin have worked a marvel together,” she assured him.

      “Good, I was worried.” Theac’s expression darkened momentarily before clearing. “I’d best get back to my detail. Can we talk more later?”

      “Definitely. There’s a lot I need to tell you.” She stopped in the midst of turning away as a thought occurred to her. “How are Kiran, Liadin and Lyra?”

      “No change in them that I can tell,” he said of the three winged Wolves that had learned of Cuinn’s Shadowhawk identity when helping to rescue him from the cave-in. “If you ask me, they’re happy as fish in a pond.”

      “Thanks. We’ll talk later.”

      After exchanging a series of boisterous greetings with the Wolves playing alleya in the yard—she’d missed them more than she realised—Talyn headed up to her quarters. Her nose wrinkled at the faint musty smell that hit her as she stepped inside her door.

      She crossed the room and threw open the door in her glass wall. It was a characteristically muggy day outside, but a sluggish breeze flowed in, and she took a deep breath, the smell of fresh flowers filling her nose.

      She’d missed that smell. Even missed the thick, soupy air.

      Leaving the opened door, she went up to her bedroom and placed a tin cup on her windowsill. Speaking to Savin was a priority. He would no doubt be wondering what had happened to prompt their sudden departure from the SkyReach and she would need his help with Vengeance.

      Anticipation already seeped through her, like the effect of a fine wine. They were finally back in Dock City.

      It was time for a little vengeance of her own.

      Her rooftop garden was as wild as she’d left it. Far below were the tops of the trees of the forest under the citadel, and if she strained her eyes she could see the top of the marble wall to the south. Closer were the spires and turrets of the palace, gleaming white in the sun.

      Above, the coloured wings of the winged folk flashed and glittered as they flew the thermals. A moment’s envy stabbed her as she watched them at flight—it must be marvellous to be able to swoop through the skies on a day like this.

      “You’re winged folk. You could grow your wings,” Sari noted.

      “And have to re-learn balance, agility and fighting with such an encumbrance?” Talyn shook her head. “No thank you very much.”

      She savoured the peace of the garden for a few more moments, then turned reluctantly to go back inside.

      It was time to see Ravinire.

      

      She’d decided to sound out the Falcon before approaching Windsong. He would give her an indication of exactly how angry everyone was about Cuinn’s sudden absence. After all, Windsong had effectively let them go. She hoped the fact he still apparently had a head on his shoulders was a positive sign.

      Not that the Falcon wasn’t going to be more than a little upset she’d left without telling him. She just hoped she could talk him down from whatever furious cliff he was likely currently perched on.

      The moment she presented herself at Ravinire’s spacious offices, one of his Falcons told her to go straight through. She braced herself, took a breath, and stepped inside.

      “Captain Dynan.” Ravinire rose from his chair, gave her a look. “At least you didn’t make me chase you down.”

      Talyn saluted. “Sir.”

      He gave her a harder look, his expression warning her that feigning surprise as to the reason for the censure she was about to receive wouldn’t be well received. “I have questions for you. Starting with, where have you been these past three months?”

      “In Calumnia, sir. As I understand it, Prince Cuinn made you aware of that fact.” She kept her tone even and polite, giving him the straight truth without hedging. She was going to have to start lying soon, and it would go down better if she started the conversation with honesty.

      “Why wasn’t I informed prior to your departure?”

      “The decision to leave was a sudden one, sir.”

      “I’m aware. Windsong sent word the day you left. That doesn’t answer my question.” His voice was dangerously quiet.

      She and Cuinn had already discussed how to handle this. Lumping all the responsibility on him was the best course of action—it fit with his irresponsible persona and hopefully removed enough blame from Talyn and her talons that no serious punitive action would be taken. So she cleared her throat. “Prince Cuinn insisted on leaving immediately, sir. He gave me little time to tell anyone.”

      The Falcon’s jaw hardened. “So let me get this straight. You decided to depart the country entirely, with Prince Cuinn and several of my WingGuard, and not let me know where you were going, or that you were even leaving?”

      Ravinire’s obvious fury was intimidating. She refused to let on that she was affected by it. “It was Prince Cuinn’s choice to go, sir. I merely ensured he was protected for the duration of his journey. I made Flight-Leader Windsong aware.”

      “He tells the same story.”

      She almost started in surprise. Ravinire thought both she and Windsong were feeding him a story?

      “Why did Prince Cuinn suddenly decide to travel to Calumnia?”

      “You’d have to ask him that, sir.” An evasion, and he caught it, anger rippling across his face. Damn.

      “What you did is unacceptable. I don’t care what Windsong did or didn’t know. What gives you the right to take Prince Cuinn anywhere without speaking to me first? Especially since you knew full well the queen knew nothing about it.”

      For a moment she stood uncomfortably, working out what to say. Ravinire wasn’t buying Cuinn’s sudden desire for travel as an excuse, so she had to double down. “Sir, Prince Cuinn made his wishes clear. He was drunk at the time, and honestly, I thought we would change his mind once he sobered up. He didn’t. The best I could do was the message I sent once we docked in Ryathl.”

      Ravinire nodded and sat back, releasing her gaze. Talyn let out an inwards breath of relief. It was short-lived.

      “Just to be absolutely clear, Captain, I don’t care how urgent, or how drunk the prince is. I expect you to notify me immediately before leaving Mithranar. The fact that you didn’t remains utterly unacceptable. Am I clear?”

      “Provided it doesn’t compromise his safety, yes, sir.”

      A heavy beat of silence.

      Ravinire leaned forward, resting interlinked hands on the desk before him. “And there we get closer to the truth of it, I suspect. You took him away because you thought he was in danger.”

      She swallowed. “I already told you. It was his decision, not mine.”

      “I am responsible for the protection of the royal family. I need to know of all possible threats to any member of that family, Captain.” True anger edged the Falcon’s voice.

      “Just like you gave me all the information I needed when I first came to Mithranar?” She tried for polite and barely managed it. Ravinire had been an obstruction since she’d first arrived, refusing to trust her or give her the information she needed to keep Cuinn safe. His anger was beginning to chafe at her patience.

      Ravinire rose, wings spreading wide behind him as he leaned forward to stare her right in the eyes. “We both know Prince Cuinn will not lift a hand to help you if I send you packing, Captain Dynan. Windsong is already gone. From now on—”

      Shocked, she interrupted him. “I’m sorry, sir. Where has Flight-Leader Windsong gone?”

      “He was stripped of his rank and sent back to the SkyReach to re-join the flight of Falcons we keep posted there,” Ravinire said evenly. “On the orders of a highly displeased queen. Nor did the prince of night take kindly to his younger brother’s little jaunt, or Windsong’s inability to prevent it.”

      Dread curled through her chest. If Mithanis had sent Windsong packing then… “Why aren’t you kicking me out?”

      “I was going to,” he said bluntly. “The queen stayed my hand. I vehemently disagree with her decision and she won’t stick her neck out for you again. She can’t afford to. I hope you understand that.”

      “Yes, sir.” Talyn spoke with as much sincerity as she could. Her ongoing presence in Mithranar was contingent on her having a position in the WingGuard. Defeating Vengeance would be impossible if she was sent home. She had to do better at swallowing her anger.

      “Siran Brightwing has been promoted into the vacant flight-leader’s spot.” Ravinire’s look made it clear this was also Prince Mithanis’s decision. “But from now on, you will report directly to me. I want daily copies of every guard schedule you make, and I want to know if Prince Cuinn so much as steps a toe out of the palace before it happens. You fail to do either of those things, even once, and you’re gone. Am I clear?”

      Talyn bore up under his merciless stare. “Yes, sir.”

      “Get out of my office.”

      Talyn saluted and left.

      

      Feeling thoroughly chastened, Talyn went down to join the Wolves in their mess for dinner. They were happy to have their captain and talons back home, and typical of Mithranans, a small group pulled out instruments after eating, and music and song filled the hall. It eased the anxiety and tension that had been building in her all day.

      “This is home, Sari. At least, it is for part of me,” she admitted.

      “I know, Tal.” There was a hint of sadness in her partner’s voice that made her frown.

      “What is it?”

      “Nothing. I just worry for you.”

      “You look serious, Captain.” Theac came to sit beside her, a mug of cider in one hand, tray of food in the other, interrupting her mental conversation. “How did it go with the Falcon?”

      “He’s furious,” she said. “We were closer to disaster than you realised—it sounds like Windsong and the queen shielded us from the worst of it. You haven’t seen Windsong because the queen stripped him of his rank and sent him packing to the SkyReach. One more step out of line and he’s going to put me on a ship home.”

      Theac’s face darkened. “We’ll have to be even more careful.”

      Except that she couldn’t. She had to start hunting Vengeance under Ravinire’s nose without involving the Wolves.

      Well, she’d always enjoyed a challenge.

      A comfortable silence fell between them as Theac ate, but once he finished, he pushed aside his tray and looked at her. “What do you want to do about Zamaril and his detail?”

      Talyn sighed. It hadn’t been necessary for an immediate replacement with the Wolves remaining behind in Mithranar with Theac, but now they were home, Zamaril’s detail needed a talon. “I welcome your thoughts on that.”

      “I’ll take him into my detail,” Theac said. “Less humiliating for him to report to me since I’m the most senior officer in the wing after you. And I’ll transfer Vanton from my detail into his old one to even the numbers. Then I thought perhaps myself or Andres could take on an extra detail for a while.”

      “You want to give Zamaril the opportunity to earn it back, rather than promote someone into his place.” She considered that. “Do you disagree with what I did?”

      “Wouldn’t matter if I did,” he said loyally. “But no, I don’t. I would like to give the lad another chance though.”

      “Give the extra responsibility to Andres.” Theac’s idea made sense, and she wasn’t sure any of the other Wolves were ready for command yet anyway. “He’s the most experienced leader here and he can handle it. You’re already busy as my second.”

      “Aye, I’ll get it done.”

      A rush of affection for him swept through her and she reached out to lay a hand lightly on his shoulder. “I wouldn’t want anyone else with me, Theac.”

      He scowled. “Halun spoke to me earlier, about your plans regarding Vengeance.”

      “Good. Any issues?”

      “None. The way I see it, Prince Cuinn isn’t safe until Vengeance is gone.”

      A brief ruckus sounded at the mess entrance as Andres’ detail filed in after finishing a shift. Kiran and Liadin were with them, both doubled up in laughter, no doubt at something Kiran had said.

      When Liadin spotted Talyn sitting with Theac, he nudged Kiran and both young men headed their way. Kiran diverged briefly to drop by the table Lyra was sitting at. Theac rose as the three winged folk arrived at their table, leaving them to it.

      “We haven’t said a word, Captain. Not to anyone,” Lyra spoke in an undertone.

      “Figured you should hear that from us straight up,” Liadin added.

      “Why not?” Talyn asked bluntly, keeping her voice low so their conversation was hidden under the chatter of Wolves. “Don’t misunderstand me, you’re both in this wing because I trust and respect you, but you’re winged folk. You must have some conflicted feelings over learning who he is.”

      They glanced at each other, Liadin answering first. “I joined the Wolves because I wanted to be a warrior, and I’d always been prevented from joining the WingGuard because I didn’t have warrior magic. But it wasn’t just that. When I saw how the talons fought together in the alleya game at Monsoon Festival last year, it changed something for me. It taught me that maybe winged folk aren’t so superior after all. More, I wanted to be a part of something like that—a real team, with trust and respect and friendship.”

      “We were conflicted at first,” Lyra said honestly. “But what the prince was trying to do—by helping the humans… it made us realise that he sees all of us together, not just the winged folk, as his people. It’s like the Wolves, just on a bigger scale. And when we talked about it, well…”

      “That’s the country we want to be part of too,” Kiran said quietly, all traces of his usual joking demeanour gone. “It’s the country we want to help build.”

      “Thank you for your honesty,” she said, ignoring the unease his words inspired. Cuinn wasn’t as useless as she had made it sound to Aethain; without even trying he inspired loyalty. “I won’t insult you further by asking you to continue keeping the secret.”

      “We understand the danger,” Lyra agreed. “And we’re sworn to protect him.”

      “And one day that might be even more important than it is now—keeping him safe,” Liadin added. The implication in his voice was clear; he thought that one day, Cuinn could be king. It was dangerous thinking, too dangerous, but she didn’t have the heart to tell them that day was unlikely to ever come.

      So she merely nodded. The three of them rose from the table, saluted, and walked away. She didn’t watch them go, instead staring at her plate, her mind awhirl. While their clear loyalty was a weight off her mind, their words had been dangerous. She hoped they never spoke them aloud to anyone else.

      

      The following morning, Talyn left her talons drilling the Wolves and had Zamaril and Tiercelin—in command of Cuinn’s morning detail—meet her in the garden at the base of Cuinn’s tower. They were both there when she pushed through the gate, peering upward at a group of winged folk cavorting in the sky.

      All snapped to attention when Cuinn appeared, floating down from above. Talyn smothered a smile. He looked better than he had the day before—less drained, more colour in his cheeks. She hoped it was real and not more glamour.

      “Good morning.” He greeted them, landing with only a slight wince. “Captain Dynan, care to tell me the reason behind this little garden party?”

      “We’re going to improve your security,” she said. Now that she knew who Cuinn was, now that there was no need for pretence, she could do the things she’d always wanted to do. Namely, make it close to impossible for a Shadow—with or without a tawncat—to get inside his tower. “Zamaril, show me how you would get in.”

      The thief flashed a grin before immediately climbing the drainpipe up the outside of the tower. He stopped at the first floor window and studied the lock for a few seconds. Everyone watched. “It would take me more time to tie my shoelace than to get inside this window,” he called down.

      Lovely. “What about the others?”

      He clambered up higher. “The same. They all only have basic locks and none of them are in use.”

      Talyn thought for a moment, then called out to the nearest Wolf. “Tirina, go and find one of the WingGuard blacksmiths. I want bars installed on those windows.”

      Cuinn cleared his throat. She arched an eyebrow at him, but he said nothing. Tirina saluted and leapt into the air, scarlet wings flashing in the sunlight.

      “If we bar the windows, would you still be able to get in?” she called up to Zamaril.

      “No.” He shook his head. “Not without filing through the bars, and that would take hours. Too long to hover on the outside of a building without being noticed by a Wolf guard.”

      “Winged folk warrior magic could melt through iron bars in under a minute,” Tiercelin pointed out.

      “Silently?” Talyn raised an eyebrow.

      “Of course not. It would be very loud, like an explosion going off.”

      “In that case, giving the prince and his guards plenty of forewarning that someone was trying to get inside?”

      “Well, yes.” He shrugged sheepishly.

      Talyn turned her attention back to Zamaril. “What would be your next option for entry?”

      “The hatch that leads down through the roof,” he said promptly.

      “There’s already a bar on the inside of that hatch,” Talyn said. “Where would you go next?”

      “How am I supposed to get any fresh air into my rooms?” Cuinn asked with raised eyebrows. “With everything barred up like a prison.”

      “There’s a novel idea. Leave your windows and doors open for fresh air,” Talyn said. “At the same time, you can hang out a sign inviting any would-be assassins inside for tea.”

      Cuinn’s grin widened in amusement. “Who put salt in your oatmeal this morning, Captain Bad Mood?”

      Talyn ignored him, trying hard not to roll her eyes. “Zamaril?”

      “The front door would be my last option, but there are always Wolves stationed there. As long as they’re not asleep, it would be impossible to sneak past them.”

      If her Wolves were falling asleep on duty then she had much bigger problems. Still, there were other, more sophisticated methods for subduing guards. Poison, for instance. “If you had some way of getting past the Wolves on the door, how would you get through?”

      “It depends on how heavy the door was and what sort of lock was on it.” Zamaril shrugged.

      “So we’re going up then?” Cuinn spread his wings. “I’ll meet you all at my front door.”

      Tiercelin followed the prince into the air. Zamaril and Talyn walked out of the garden and found their way to the corridor that led to the bridge across from Cuinn’s tower. Cuinn and Tiercelin waited for them at the front door. The prince was bent over the lock, studying it. When Talyn and Zamaril approached, he straightened and looked at them with a woebegone expression.

      “I suppose you’re going to want to bar my front door as well?” he asked.

      Talyn barely managed to smother a smile. “It might be difficult for you to ever get in or out of your tower if we barred the front door too, but at the very least you are going to have to start locking it.”

      “Well, it could be a good time to invest in a Montagni iron mine.” He sighed.

      “And just think,” she murmured as Zamaril bent to peer at the lock. “You’d be alive to enjoy all the profits.”

      “The lock is very simple, Captain.” Zamaril straightened. “It would take me seconds to pick it, or smash through it with something heavy enough.”

      Talyn looked at him a moment. “We install a better lock then. One that couldn’t be readily picked?”

      “I know of those,” he said. “I’ll go down to Dock City this afternoon and get some.”

      “Good. We’ll do that, and replace the door with one made from thicker, hardier wood.”

      Cuinn crossed his arms and leaned back against the railing of the bridge. “Well, at least we’re going to have the profits from my newly purchased shares in that iron mine to fund all this.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “Money is a problem for you, Prince Acondor?”

      “Six thrices, Tal, are you flirting with him?” Sari’s delighted voice rippled through her mind.

      “Of course I’m not,” she hissed. “Go away!”

      “My mother controls all of the family’s fortune.” Cuinn shrugged. “I get an allowance.”

      “I’ll go in with you for the shares to the iron mine, Your Highness,” Zamaril said, a smile twitching at the corners of his mouth.

      “Deal.” Cuinn clapped him on the shoulder. “We’ll split the profits fifty-fifty.”

      Talyn was momentarily struck by the interplay between Cuinn and his Wolf guard. Zamaril was clearly warmed by Cuinn’s treatment of him—the prince had a magical charm that when used with sincerity was almost overwhelming. Cuinn, on the other hand, seemed to think nothing of his easy comradery with a lowly human guard.

      That was dangerous. Anybody could be watching.

      She gave him a look. Cuinn ignored it. The same look directed at Zamaril had the thief clearing his throat and stepping away.

      Tirina appeared a few moments later with the smith, and she and Tiercelin both disappeared when Cuinn did, bored at the prospect of watching windows being measured for bars.

      “Captain?” Zamaril asked.

      “Yes?” She switched her attention from the door to her talon.

      “I’m not leaving.”

      “What?” She frowned.

      He straightened his shoulders. “Ever since you demoted me, you keep looking at me like you’re afraid I’m going to get so upset I’ll leave.”

      She hesitated. “I don’t truly think you’re going to leave.”

      “You made a call. You’re our captain. You need to own that.”

      She lifted an eyebrow at him. “Are you trying to demonstrate that you’ve learned what it takes to be a leader?”

      He hesitated, then shook his head. “Truth is, Captain, if you put me in the same situation now, I’d do the exact same thing all over again.”

      “Zamaril.” She huffed an exasperated breath.

      “It’s your fault,” he said, but there was no bite in his words. “You dragged me off the streets and gave me a life. A family. You made me trust them, believe in them, and you made them do the same for me. I’d do anything for Halun, or Corrin, or Theac. Even Tiercelin.” His voice turned soft, sincere. “I’d risk being kicked out of the Wolves for any of them.”

      “I didn’t make anyone do anything. You did it for yourselves. I hope you realise that.” She sighed. Zamaril was far more suited to being a Callanan warrior than talon of a protective detail. If only he’d been born in the Twin Thrones. “And while I understand the sentiment… as a leader in this wing, Prince Cuinn has to be your first priority.”

      He said nothing to that. A silence fell between them. Eventually Talyn turned away. “You’d best go see about those locks. I’ve got morning drill to get back to.”
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      Cuinn found it impossible to sleep, and not only because of his still sore and healing body. Coming home had dropped him straight back into the realities of his life in Mithranar.

      So when night descended and the usual need to go out into the streets of Dock City began itching under his skin, he couldn’t lie still. He’d been away for months—his contacts would be wondering where he was, and who knew how many shipments of basic supplies had been appropriated by the Falcons… the frustration was inescapable. But Wolves stood at every entrance, no doubt paying extra attention on their talon’s orders. Corrin, tonight.

      Tossing and turning under tangled sheets, he tried to relax, to tell himself to calm and sleep. His body needed the rest.

      But he couldn’t.

      Jasper gave a protesting yowl and relocated to the floor, where he promptly fell back to sleep.

      Eventually Cuinn gave up trying to sleep and tried to come up with a solution instead. If he couldn’t help the humans as the Shadowhawk for a while, maybe he could do it as Prince Cuinn. It would be risky, but so was acting as the Shadowhawk. He’d need to toe a fine line—try and effect change without doing enough to make Mithanis feel threatened.

      The idea was terrifying.

      But he had glamour, and song magic. None of his family knew his strength or depth of skill at either type of magic. And he wasn’t a fool. He could do it.

      It was either this, or nothing. And nothing wasn’t an option.

      The knock at the front door below startled him. He heard the soft murmur of Corrin’s voice, then footsteps up the tower stairs. A human then.

      “I’m not going to walk in on something I don’t want to see, am I?” a dry voice asked from behind the closed bedroom door.

      He couldn’t help it. A wide smile spread over his face at the sound of her voice. He shoved back the covers and swung his legs around to the side of the bed. “Depends on whether you want to see my stunningly beautiful visage, Captain Dynan.”

      A snort, then the door swung open. Her gaze scanned the room, the practiced glance of a trained warrior. She only turned to him once she’d satisfied herself there was no danger inside.

      “Sit.” He waved her to the chair by the windows. Assuming this was a discreet visit given the late hour, he didn’t light a lamp. “What brings you by?”

      “How’s the leg?” She pointed, refusing the seat and leaning against the windowsill instead. A scowl crossed his face at the sight of the bars on the windows. They’d been installed the day before and he’d endured endless sniggering from Irial and his other friends ever since.

      “Still sore when I land on it, but otherwise getting better every day.” He mirrored her posture, leaning against his bed, wings easing out comfortably to either side.

      “Up for a chat about the Shadowhawk?”

      “I’ve been trying and failing miserably to sleep,” he admitted. “So a chat about anything works for me right now. We could even talk about different types of manure, if you like.”

      A little smile crossed her face. “Perhaps next time.”

      “Is this about the Callanan visit? I assume they’ll be here soon.”

      “No, actually.” She crossed her arms. “When I was talking to the First Blade back in Ryathl, trying to convince her you weren’t a member of Vengeance, I asked what had made her think that in the first place.” Talyn hesitated, and he got a hint of more secrets. There was something there, something she was keeping hidden. He tried not to let it upset him.

      “What did she tell you?” he asked, letting her off the hook.

      “She didn’t have specifics, but she did say their information indicated that you worked with the group. I think that’s why they assumed you were a member.”

      “That’s pretty vague.”

      “I know.” She shrugged. If there was more, she wasn’t going to share. “But I want to talk it over with you. You have helpers in each quarter, right?”

      He nodded. “I have a single contact in each quarter, and each uses a different way of communicating with me. They lead a cell of sorts, other residents of that quarter who help out when they can. I try to use a different cell each time to lessen the chances of them getting caught or recognised.”

      “How organised are they?” She frowned. “You make it sound like they operate on a fairly ad-hoc basis.”

      “Exactly. Most of them are dock workers or shop owners or servants up here. They’re not full-time professional criminals.”

      “That doesn’t sound much like Vengeance. And none are different from the others?”

      He stiffened, realisation freezing his blood in his veins. “Flea-biting shit!”

      Her eyebrows shot skyward. “Did an Acondor prince just use Dock City vulgarity in front of me?”

      “Saniya’s network!” He shot to his feet, not even feeling the ache of his healing leg at the sudden movement. “They’re different. Very different.”

      Talyn’s eyes narrowed, sapphire turning cold with that icy focus she had when she was focused on a target. “She was the one who gave you information about Vengeance when the murders started?”

      “Yes. I’ve worked with her for years. They’re professional, organised, don’t make mistakes, and although I only ever deal with Saniya, I’ve always wondered who they were.” He frowned. “They don’t use violence, though. I wouldn’t work with them if they did.”

      “They don’t use violence that you know of,” Talyn pointed out. “And if they are as professional as you say, they wouldn’t let you see it, because they need the supplies you steal for them.”

      That stung. “You think they’ve been manipulating me?”

      “What does your magic pick up from Saniya when you interact with her?”

      Cuinn thought about it. “She’s a bit like you, actually. A master of self-control—doesn’t let her emotions get the best of her, so they don’t flash to the surface where my magic can easily sense them. But occasionally I’ve picked up a hint of deep-seated anger.”

      “Towards the winged folk?”

      “Maybe.” He ran a hand through his hair. “When emotions are so well-hidden, it’s impossible to tell what the source of them is. If I’ve been helping Vengeance all this time…”

      “There are still a lot of questions.” She pushed off the wall, came closer to him. “You’ve been working with Saniya for years, yet the murders only started a year ago, right? The assassination attempt on your mother was after that. So if they are Vengeance, something changed.”

      “A new leader, or some sort of influencer, like the man you tortured implied,” he said quietly.

      “Your brother? Working with Saniya? Would you really miss something like that?” She sounded dubious, and he felt the same way. They were missing something.

      Talyn’s head came up suddenly. “When we were ambushed last year, it was on the way to meet Saniya, wasn’t it? She knew where we would be that night.”

      He nodded. Guilt seeped into his chest and squeezed hard. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” she said softly. “None of this is your fault.”

      “When are we going to talk about what else that man you tortured said?” he asked. “About you… that whoever was pulling Vengeance’s strings wanted you left alone?”

      “That makes even less sense to me than the bit about Mithanis being behind it all,” she admitted. “I truly have no idea.”

      “I don’t want you to ignore it. If someone has been trying to protect you, that protection is over now.”

      “It was over when they tried to bury me in a mine cave-in. I’m not afraid of Vengeance, Cuinn.” Irritation threaded her voice.

      Of course she wasn’t. Danger didn’t scare her, it exhilarated her. He let out a sigh. “Okay, so what are we going to do next?”

      “I’d like to be more confident of this theory—one thing that sticks for me is that by coming after you, Vengeance have cut off their source of supplies. Either they found another source or they’re less professional than we’d judged.” Talyn smiled a little. “If Saniya is Vengeance, she thinks you’re dead. So let’s keep it that way, and we’ll re-visit the discussion once you’re well and Mithanis is over his temper tantrum.”

      Hope flared. “You mean that?”

      “It’s like you said, Cuinn. I’m not in charge of you.” Apology flashed over her face. “I’m sorry I tried to be.”

      “You’re just trying to do your job. I know that.” He met her gaze. “But I need you to understand I can’t do nothing.”

      “I understand it far better than you’d think.” She chuckled at some inner knowledge he didn’t have.

      “You’re really going to go after them, aren’t you?” He wasn’t sure whether he was excited or terrified by the idea.

      “We can’t afford to be reckless if we’re going to do a thorough job in wiping them out.” A fierceness edged her voice that sent a thrill through him. “But they tried to kill me, my Wolves. You. You’d better believe I’m going after them.”

      She moved for the door then, waving him a good night. She was gone before he thought to tell her of the decision he’d made. What he was going to do until he could be the Shadowhawk again.

      He stared at the window for a while, turning their discussion over in his mind. Saniya. Part of him could easily believe it of her—that cool mask of hers hid ruthlessness, not compassion like it did in Talyn—while the rest of him struggled to accept that a group he’d worked with for years was secretly a violent gang. How could he not have seen it?

      It was only then he noticed that Jasper, curled up on the floor, hadn’t issued a single snarl or hiss at Talyn’s presence. In fact, he seemed to have slept through the entire encounter.

      “So she’s okay now, huh?” he asked the tawncat.

      Jasper snored on.

      Sighing, he dropped back onto the bed.

      He was going to have to try and get some rest if he planned to attend Queencouncil tomorrow.

      

      The double doors of the Queencouncil chamber echoed loudly as they opened to admit Cuinn. Pausing momentarily to take the weight off his left leg, he scanned the room. His mother sat on a backless chair at the head of a table placed in the centre of the large space, directly beneath the golden sunlight streaming in from the clear glass windows above.

      Pretty. But damnably hot. One of the litany of reasons he’d often used for his aversion to attending Queencouncil sessions. At least a sluggish breeze coming from the open space in lieu of a fourth wall—the opening looking out over several lower levels of the citadel—took some of the edge off the heat.

      He’d arrived slightly late for the weekly meeting, timing it deliberately to prevent his mother or Mithanis throwing him out before everyone arrived. If either wanted to do that now, it would have to be in front of all the Queencouncil members.

      All the lords were present, along with Ravinire, Mithanis and Azrilan. The musical hum of debating voices that had filled the room faded at Cuinn’s entrance. Those sitting with their backs to the door looked around in surprise, wings rustling.

      He couldn’t hide the limp entirely yet, but it was minor enough now that it could be explained away, so he walked in with apparent confidence, Halun at his side. He steadfastly ignored the big man’s repeated pointed looks—Halun didn’t need words to make Cuinn aware he didn’t think this was a good idea.

      He’d taken pains with his appearance, not wanting to lose the playboy façade entirely, but aiming to at least look sober enough his mother wouldn’t have an obvious excuse to kick him out. So he’d cut his hair shorter than it had ever been, but not quite short enough to be described as neat, and forsaken his usual glamorous clothing for a simple blue jacket and cream breeches. His wings hung loose and relaxed from his back.

      “Good morning,” he greeted the room. “I apologise for being late.”

      There was a slight rustling as Halun’s detail took up positions around the chamber, ignoring the sneers from the Falcons already there, attention firmly focused on their charge. Cuinn ran his eyes over the attendees as they worked out how to respond.

      Charl Nightdrift, responsible for the kingdom’s trade, worked closely with Tiercelin’s father, Jurian Stormflight, whose responsibilities included the northern mines and izerdia extraction. Both were firmly Mithanis’s men and looked forward to a healthy boost in power once Mithanis took the throne.

      Beside them was Ausul Goldfeather’s eldest son, the too-young and rather intimidated-looking Tirin Goldfeather. Treasury responsibilities had been taken away from him given his youth and inexperience and handed instead to Eril Blacksoar. And then there was Dirsun Swiftwing, nominally in charge of Mithranar’s relationships with other countries and the only winged noble who left Mithranar with any regularity.

      Completing the council was the Falcon, sitting beside the queen but looking oddly out of place… smaller, somehow. It occurred to Cuinn that his mother had chosen the wrong loyal ally to be her Falcon—something told him Windsong would have managed this room with ease.

      The counsellors tried not to look like they were staring. All waited awkwardly for either Mithanis or their queen to say something. His mother didn’t seem overly bothered by Cuinn’s arrival—in fact, she looked tired. His eldest brother’s displeasure at Cuinn’s appearance leapt across the room, obvious for any song mage nearby. Azrilan wore a little smile.

      “You’re limping,” Mithanis noted sharply, his tone making the words an accusation.

      “Sprained my ankle in an alleya game last night.” Cuinn shrugged. “It’s nothing.” He walked towards the table, keeping his movements languid so as to hide his limp as much as possible. Mithanis took his slowness as a deliberate ploy to annoy the room and his jaw clenched, his quiet seething loud and clear to Cuinn’s magic.

      “What is it, Cuinn?” His mother’s voice sounded as cool and strong as always, despite the weariness tugging at her eyes. “We’re in the middle of Queencouncil, as you well know.”

      “I apologise.” Cuinn stopped at an empty chair at the end of the table, directly opposite his mother—and furthest from Mithanis. “I’ve come to sit in. Please, continue with what you were discussing.”

      “You’ve never attended one of these meetings before, little brother,” Azrilan said, that small smile still on his face. Cuinn couldn’t quite tell if Azrilan was being nice to him, or if his middle brother didn’t like his presence any more than Mithanis did.

      “I am a prince of Mithranar,” Cuinn said calmly. “I have the right to be here. I won’t cause any problems.”

      “What do you imagine you could contribute to these meetings?” Mithanis asked. “You don’t know anything about the running of this country.”

      By now, the councillors’ gazes had turned to either their shoes or the papers on the table before them, clearly uncomfortable. There was no steel in any of them. It was a powerful reminder of how much influence Mithanis and his mother had over the council.

      Sarana cut in. “Enough, Mithanis. He has the right to be here, and I’d rather not waste any more time debating the point. I won’t tolerate any games or disrespect while you are here, Cuinn. Is that clear?”

      “Very.” He nodded firmly, placed his hands in his lap, and pasted an interested expression on his face. He kept it in place as the discussion resumed and sat quietly, gaze casually roaming the room.

      There were few shadowy spots in the well-lit chamber, and therefore nowhere for an assassin to hide. Cuinn hadn’t announced his intention to come to the meeting, and he trusted the Wolves to protect him if anything happened. He forced himself to relax with a deep breath.

      Movement in the gallery above caught his attention—Mikah was up there, still and silent. The movement had been Talyn joining him. Cuinn couldn’t quite make out her expression at this distance, but doubted it was pleasant.

      He made a note to tell Halun off later for being such a tattle-tale.

      When his gaze returned to the table he found Mithanis watching him steadily, dark eyes unreadable. Cuinn offered a non-threatening smile and returned his attention to the discussion—a proposed raise in taxes for the population of Dock City.

      Once the lords had given their views, Mithanis joined in. It had been his idea to institute the new taxes, and it wasn’t taking much to convince the council. The queen spoke little, but Cuinn didn’t doubt she was taking in everything that was being said.

      Voices grew louder as the counsellors dissented on where the money from the new taxes would go. Nightdrift and Stormflight wanted to use it to build new merchant ships to increase their izerdia, wood, and copper exports. Blacksoar disagreed, arguing the money was needed for work on sections of the citadel that were falling into disrepair. Swiftwing looked bored. Tirin Goldfeather tried to say something but was cut off by Blacksoar. Ravinire remained silent—not bored like Swiftwing, but out of his depth.

      In the middle of this debate, Mithanis and Azrilan shared a glance, and Azrilan turned to Cuinn. “Surely all of this chatter about taxes must be boring you, little brother. Do you have any views you’d like to share? Maybe then we could move on.”

      The discussion fell off, the lords glancing uncertainly between the princes, not sure if Azrilan’s question had been serious or not. Cuinn took a steadying breath, slowly uncrossing his legs and sitting up. “Well, since you asked, I don’t see a good reason for increasing the taxes in the first place.”

      All eyes turned to stare at him. He had no focus or energy left to read their emotions. Instead every bit of himself was used to fix that polite, considered look on his face, giving an appearance of relaxed comfort in the face of their combined attention.

      Mithanis gave Cuinn a hard look. “Shadowhawk activities continue to disrupt our supply chain and izerdia extraction. The WingGuard have yet to catch him, and after a promising start Windsong proved a spectacular failure on that score. We need a better way to neutralise him and his people. Increasing the tax is a suitable punishment for the humans supporting him.”

      Cuinn frowned. “I was told the Shadowhawk hasn’t been active in months.”

      “His network remains active,” Azrilan drawled. “It was never just one man. Which makes taxing the humans even more sensible. Hopefully it will force them to cease supporting and sheltering him.”

      “Raising the taxes will only increase discontent among the humans. You risk more of them joining the Shadowhawk’s network. The overwhelming majority of humans in Dock City have nothing to do with the Shadowhawk—why punish those humans who have done nothing wrong?” Cuinn used every bit of skill he had to keep his tone mild and non-confrontational, adding a hint of confusion to his emotions. Nothing there to threaten Mithanis.

      “He has a point, Your Highness.” Tirin Goldfeather took advantage of the brief silence that followed to finally get a word in. A flicker of astonishment went through Cuinn that the young man would choose to speak up on this topic. Tirin flushed a deep red as the entire table turned to him, before looking apprehensively at Mithanis.

      “The humans must be punished for the Shadowhawk’s ongoing attacks on our property. Increasing the tax will be a deterrent to those who haven’t joined him yet,” Mithanis said.

      “I disagree,” Cuinn said calmly.

      “Excuse me?”

      Even from a distance, the cold anger on Mithanis’s face was intimidating. Cuinn held onto his calm and unruffled expression with a white-knuckled grip. He used a hint more glamour to make himself appear as non-threatening as possible, kept his voice light and casual. “You’re planning to increase the taxes by an amount that will cripple many families. It will make them angry and upset. They’ll turn to the Shadowhawk, who will offer them a chance to do something about it. We might find that even more supplies are stolen than before.”

      “If that happens, we’ll impose more taxes,” Azrilan said. “The humans will eventually get the message and stop helping the Shadowhawk.”

      “We know a lot more about this than you do. You’d do better to keep your ill-conceived comments to yourself,” Mithanis added.

      Don’t push too far.

      Fear and anger in equal parts surged through him, and he let the fear win. Nodding, he conceded and sank back into his chair, miserable and ashamed of himself. Mithanis returned to arbitrating between the lords as to where the money from the taxes would be spent.

      Not one member of the council considered discussing Cuinn’s views further.

      Mithanis’s solution was neat and left the three disputing parties happy, reminding Cuinn that apart from his irrational hatred of the humans, the prince of night was no fool when it came to ruling.

      Cuinn remained quiet for the remainder of the meeting and his opinion was not requested again. It was probably for the best, though it chafed him. There were several points of discussion where he had ideas he felt would lead to a better outcome—it surprised and shamed him at the same time.

      He’d always dismissed having any part in ruling Mithranar as too dangerous, too risky. He’d never considered that he might actually be good at it, or have something to contribute. It was hard to escape the sinking feeling that he’d wasted most of his life in the guise of a criminal who’d done far too little to affect any serious help for half of his countrymen.

      Once it was over, Cuinn made no attempt to talk to any of the lords, leaving them huddled in small groups around the table. Halun’s Wolves deployed around him as he emerged from the meeting chamber into bright sunlight and humidity. Rather than flying back to his tower, he set off at a walk, unsurprised when Talyn fell into step beside him.

      “That was dangerous,” she said in an undertone. “Why didn’t you warn me last night?”

      “To be honest, I forgot to mention it until after you were gone.”

      “Prince Cuinn—”

      “No.” He raised a hand to stop her. “I know you’re trying to keep me safe. Once again, however, I am putting my safety ahead of everybody else.”

      Irritation flashed in those sapphire eyes. “Prince—”

      “If I can’t be—” He cut himself off, realising where they were and dropping his voice. “I will find another way to help until I’m fully recovered, Captain. Those taxes will cripple families. I had to say something. I will continue to do it carefully, and in a way that does not make Mithanis feel threatened. That will have to be enough for you.”

      He spread his wings and took flight before she could respond, Halun’s winged Wolves scrambling to follow. He was too angry—at himself, at the world, at everything—to keep talking to her and risk saying something he’d regret later.

      

      He’d barely returned to his tower when Willir knocked at the door with a summons from his mother. He huffed out a laugh. “That didn’t take long.”

      His Wolf detail was changing over from Halun’s group to Andres’s, so Cuinn satisfied himself with a dirty look at the big human for his snitching, then informed Andres they were off to see his mother. Halun’s expression remained utterly unremorseful.

      Liadin and Kiran hovered close by for the short flight over to this mother’s quarters. It was hard to miss the increased sense of protectiveness emanating from the two winged Wolves who now knew his true identity, though they hadn’t spoken a word to him about it.

      While he and Talyn had both trusted Theac to keep a close eye on them while they were in Ryathl, Cuinn had nonetheless fretted over the long-term risk of them knowing. Winged folk surely had to have different feelings about the Shadowhawk than the humans. He’d worried enough to have no compunction using the full force of his song magic to read them—and Lyra—the first time they’d been in his guard detail since returning to Mithranar.

      But all he’d picked up was that increased protectiveness, a genuine desire to keep him safe. No anger. No frustration. No sense of betrayal. He trusted his magic enough to believe it, but it surprised him nonetheless. And then there had been Tirin’s astonishing agreement with Cuinn’s view in the Queencouncil meeting earlier.

      Maybe all winged folk weren’t like the ruling lords. Maybe some were better.

      He dismissed all thoughts of his Wolves as he landed on the balcony outside the large reception room of his mother’s quarters. He rarely saw into the more private rooms beyond—couldn’t even remember spending much time in there as a child.

      Arched windows high in the walls let in the afternoon sun, and a faint breeze drifted in from the opened doors at one end of the room, breaking some of the stuffiness of the air. His boots made no noise on the plush carpet as he stepped into the room and limped towards his mother and elder brother, who were huddled together over a round table covered in maps.

      “I was summoned,” he announced, dropping languidly into a chair in order to rest his leg.

      “What was this morning’s behaviour all about?” Mithanis snapped, turning towards him.

      Cuinn lifted his eyebrows. “What behaviour?”

      “Don’t play stupid. You know what I’m talking about.”

      “I’m taking an interest.” Cuinn idly toyed with the buttons of his jacket. “I had nothing to do for a few full-turns, and I was bored. I came to the meeting and offered my thoughts. Is there something wrong with that?”

      “You were bored?” Mithanis’s jaw tensed.

      Cuinn smiled brilliantly at his elder brother. “Yes. Bored. A sprained ankle rather limits the list of fun things to do.”

      “Do you hear this inanity, Mother?” Mithanis turned to the queen.

      “Cuinn, I do wish you could be bored in a more productive manner,” his mother said. “Providing ignorant opinions at Queencouncil is not something I will tolerate in the future.”

      “I’m sorry.” He sighed, looked at Mithanis. If he wanted to keep going to Queencouncil, he needed to convince his brother he wouldn’t be a problem. “You will be heir and king, and I will never dispute that. I couldn’t think of anything worse than being king, honestly. But I am still an Acondor prince, and I’d like to help you, Mithanis. You don’t have to listen to what I say. Not ever. I’d just like the opportunity to help.”

      Mithanis was rightfully suspicious. “Since when?”

      “I did some soul-searching on my travels.” He offered a not entirely insincere wince. “Now, don’t expect me to stop the women and the parties and all that, but I realise as a prince I should be doing more.”

      “You’re serious.” Mithanis appeared genuinely taken aback. Cuinn hid his smile.

      “I am. But if we could keep the boring ‘kingdom running’ business to a minimum, like no more than a full-turn each week, I’d appreciate it.”

      Mithanis glanced at their mother. She gave him a little nod. Mithanis shrugged and turned back to Cuinn. “Fine. Just try and sound informed. And don’t ever show up drunk.”

      Cuinn saluted. “Yes, sir!”

      Mithanis’s face darkened, but he said nothing.

      Cuinn smiled at him, then shifted his glance to his mother. “You wanted to see me? Was it just to disapprove about my showing up at Queencouncil?”

      “Actually, no, and your sudden interest in helping your brother and I is convenient,” Sarana said. “Mithanis and I have been discussing ways in which you could be of more use to us.”

      His heart thudded, but he forced an amused smile onto his face. “Really? And what have you come up with?”

      “You will marry,” Mithanis said.

      Cuinn reeled, years of practice the only thing allowing him to keep the shock from his face. Instead, he only showed amusement, letting out a peal of laughter. “That’s hilarious, Brother. You really are funnier than I ever thought.”

      His mother turned an ice-cold look on him. “I have tolerated your idle ways because your brothers have taken your share of the work. Now, however, is an opportunity for you to do something to help your country. And you’re the one who just sat there and told us you wanted to do more.”

      “I meant attend the occasional boring meeting and contribute even more infrequently.” He forced down his growing panic and hoped his expression served to convey distaste rather than horror. “Who am I to marry?”

      “Ahara Venador’s daughter.”

      The confusion that registered on Cuinn’s face was genuine. “A human? Our children might never be recognised as winged folk. How would that help the crown?”

      It happened, of course—his grandfather had taken the risk in marrying Sarana to a Montagni noble. The advantages of strategic marriages for winged nobles sometimes outweighed the potential for their children to be humans. But he didn’t understand why this woman… and why now.

      “It would strengthen our alliance with Montagn,” Mithanis said smoothly. “As you have two elder brothers, there is no need for you to provide heirs. Kaeri Venador is a daughter and the youngest child, so she will never inherit, but we have it on good authority that she is the ahara’s favourite.”

      Cuinn flopped back down to the couch with a half-amused, half-irritated sigh. Inwardly, he struggled to work out what was going on. Mithanis and his mother had come up with this together, it seemed, which meant both saw advantages to it. His mother’s face was expressionless as she watched him, but her magic was subtly urging him to agree—each time she opened her mouth he sensed it.

      It served Mithanis’s purpose well for Cuinn to have no heirs, but to form such a strong alliance with Montagn through Cuinn didn’t make much sense. Maybe that was what his mother sought, however—an alliance for him that didn’t threaten Mithanis, but might hold his elder brother back from acting against Cuinn. The ahara probably wouldn’t take kindly to his son-in-law meeting a bad end.

      “Cuinn?” Mithanis snapped.

      “I’m not marrying a girl I’ve never met. What if she’s ugly?” Cuinn shuddered. “The ahara always keeps Kaeri away from my entourage whenever I visit.”

      “A meeting will be arranged.” Mithanis’s lip curled in distaste. “And don’t worry, by all accounts, the woman is beautiful.”

      Cuinn struggled to mask his unease. He couldn’t marry this woman, beautiful or otherwise. There were so many reasons he couldn’t marry her, but for the life of him at that moment he couldn’t think of a single one to articulate to his mother and brother.

      Unbidden, an image of Raya filled his mind; his childhood friend and then lover, the only woman he had ever considered marrying. Since her death, marriage was something he’d never wanted or thought about. It was simply too dangerous, for him and whoever he married.

      “Cuinn?” This time it was his mother sounding exasperated.

      “Sorry.” Cuinn forced his attention back to the present. “What?”

      His mother looked at him, her sincerity, her concern, obvious in her magic. She was worried, more worried than he’d realised. “I need you to do this.”

      He frowned. “What is it that’s worrying you so much?”

      Mithanis sent Sarana a quelling look, but she waved him off. “We still haven’t caught whoever was behind the noble murders. The lords pretend everything is fine, but they’re scared.”

      “There hasn’t been another killing since Flightbreeze, but that’s just making the families more anxious. They’re afraid of another murder at any moment,” Mithanis said reluctantly.

      “And when you add that to the fact the Shadowhawk has been active for years now without being caught, we need to give the court something to reassure their fears. Restore their trust in us,” Sarana said.

      “Assuming the Shadowhawk isn’t behind the murders,” Mithanis said pointedly.

      “Ravinire has conclusively demonstrated that the murders were conducted by more than one individual.” Sarana spoke with the air of someone who’d had this argument before. “It was a group, and a well-resourced one.”

      Cuinn’s ears perked up. He hadn’t realised his mother and Ravinire no longer believed the Shadowhawk was behind the murders. “And you’re thinking a stronger alliance with Montagn will reassure everyone.”

      “You’ve felt it, haven’t you, Prince of Song? The fear?” Mithanis asked mockingly.

      He had. The air of uneasiness was tangible, particularly in the palace. He’d brushed it aside, been too caught up in calming Mithanis’s anger, rebuilding his strength, working out how to be helpful without returning to the Shadowhawk yet. And now he could feel it in his mother and brother… fear that this might be something that could undermine their absolute authority over Mithranar. “I suppose. I tend to ignore things that bore me.” He shrugged.

      Mithanis sighed in disgust.

      His mother turned away too. “You can go, Cuinn.”

      “I’ll see you at dinner later.” Cuinn rose from the couch. As he left the room, all his thoughts focused on what had just happened. They wanted him to marry.

      Frustrated, he took a breath and cleared his mind, banishing all the worry. He would think of something to prevent this marriage or to change his mother’s mind. That shouldn’t prove too difficult.

      He hoped.
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      Talyn—cloaked and hooded despite the warm air—waited under the awning of a closed café across the street from the ramshackle building the Shadowhawk’s apartment was housed in.

      One of her talons had gone down to Dock City each day since returning to Mithranar, and the day before Corrin had come back with word from Petro.

      Cynia and Leviana had arrived.

      Halun—who’d been on Cuinn’s guard shift that night—had consulted with the prince, then visited Petro earlier in the day with a time and place to meet. Talyn had deliberately let Cuinn choose the meeting location. He knew Dock City far better than she did and she wanted to make sure they would be meeting at a place where nobody would pay any attention to them.

      She wasn’t waiting long before Cuinn appeared, easing the anxiety crawling through her. Having him sneak out of the citadel without a guard wasn’t ideal, but it would be even riskier if they were seen leaving together. Besides, he’d done it hundreds of times before without incident. She had to trust that. Trust him.

      Tonight he wore just his glamoured human visage. It wouldn’t do for someone to spot the masked Shadowhawk and for word to get back to Vengeance that he’d been seen alive in Dock City.

      She studied him as he approached, noting how flawless the glamour appeared and how his limp had all but vanished. His stride was relaxed, but watchful, like anyone else walking the streets of the Poor Quarter after dark. A voluminous cloak shrouded his form and helped hide the wings at his back.

      “Are you going to let me get more than two words out before cutting me off and flying away this time?” she demanded once he reached her. It had been over a week since the Queencouncil meeting he’d attended, and she was still annoyed at how he’d brushed her off when she’d tried to speak to him afterwards.

      He winced. “Yes.”

      “If you’d have let me finish, you would know I wasn’t trying to stop you going to the meetings. I told you I wouldn’t decide what you can and can’t do. I was just going to ask you to let me or Theac know in advance next time.”

      He let out a breath, remorse filling his face. “I’m sorry. I just assumed you were angry at me again.”

      She let it go. It had been a fair assumption—she’d always been angry at him in the past, and it would take time for both of them to adjust now she knew who he really was. “You’re doing better,” she noted.

      “I’m feeling better every day.” A smile curled at his mouth. “My leg hardly ever hurts anymore, and my energy levels are increasing, thanks to getting back to playing alleya.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.” They started walking through the dark backstreets, Talyn following Cuinn’s lead. “You not warning me aside, I thought it was an interesting Queencouncil meeting.”

      “It was.” He was slightly out of breath, even though he tried to hide it. He’d lost a lot of conditioning during his convalescence, and his limp required him to exert more effort to pretend he could walk normally. Mentioning it wouldn’t make him stop, though, so she kept a quiet eye on his movements instead—if he began looking too distressed, she’d come up with an excuse to rest.

      “You made your point well,” she said.

      His smile flashed in the moonlight. “Didn’t you just love the expression on Mithanis’s face?”

      Ah. So he’d chosen to go with making light of it. She wasn’t going to. “No, I didn’t,” she said flatly. “The expression on his face worried me.”

      “I think we’re here,” he said, stopping near the entrance of a nondescript inn. She joined him in lingering by the shadows of the wall, ensuring they hadn’t been followed. They would wait until Leviana and Cynia arrived, ensure they hadn’t been followed, and then go inside to meet them.

      Silence descended, and she warred with herself before heaving a soft sigh. “You did well. Your words were considered but non-threatening and you conceded when Mithanis began growing too agitated.”

      “Thank you,” he said, gifting her a small smile.

      “The fact that none of them listened... that they couldn’t see the sense in what you were saying.” She shook her head. “I honestly don’t understand how your country hasn’t fallen apart by now.”

      “Money and magic, Captain. And ignorance regarding the humans aside, my mother is a clever, shrewd ruler. Mithanis too, when he’s not blinded by anger.” He shifted. “You can’t just show up every time I go near Mithanis, you know? He’s not a fool and he’ll start to wonder why. Trust your talons.”

      She nodded. Easier said than done. But it was partly the reason she’d not gone to see him since the meeting. She didn’t want anyone to notice that things might have changed between Cuinn and his Wolf guard.

      Not to mention she was now so busy with paperwork to satisfy Ravinire’s demands that she hadn’t had time to see him even if she’d wanted to. Cuinn glanced at her, presumably catching her wave of annoyance.

      “I was just thinking about the mountain of paperwork Ravinire has buried me under as punishment for disappearing for three months,” she explained.

      “It could have been a lot worse,” he said soberly.

      She frowned at the heavy mood that seemed to have sunk down over him. Even his smiles so far tonight had seemed more for show than genuine. “I heard you were summoned into the queen’s presence after the Queencouncil meeting. I take it she was not pleased.” She nudged him playfully, trying to lighten his mood. “Did she threaten to send you to your room without dinner?”

      Instead of chuckling as she’d expected, Cuinn froze, glancing away from her. She frowned. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine.” But his words were clipped. He shook his head. “No, she wasn’t pleased.”

      “Andres tells me Prince Mithanis was there too,” she probed, concerned now. “Did something happen?”

      “Not really.” He shrugged. “They said something about marrying me off to make use of me, but it was nothing.”

      “Marriage?” Talyn chuckled, amused at the idea. “That would severely limit one of your favourite activities, I imagine.”

      “You are hilarious,” he muttered. “And your Callanan are late.”

      “Not yet they’re not.” She studied his face, trying to understand what had upset him. Abruptly she realised, and guilt twisted sharply in her stomach. She reached out to touch his arm. “I’m so sorry, Cuinn. I forgot about Raya. I didn’t mean to make light of that.”

      He turned towards her, face softening. “Captain, I—”

      Movement caught her eye, and she shifted her gaze, catching Cynia glancing briefly in their direction before she and Leviana headed into the inn. “They’re here.”

      Cuinn nodded. “Then let’s go.”

      

      Cuinn had chosen the location well. In fact, it was so dim—and smoky—in the bar that it took several minutes of searching to find Leviana and Cynia ensconced at a table by the far wall. Talyn didn’t hug them in greeting like she wanted to, but gave them a warm smile of acknowledgement.

      Cuinn settled in the chair at her side, pushing the hood of his cloak back to reveal his human face. Talyn kept hers on—it wouldn’t do for the captain of the Wolves to be spotted here.

      “You made it,” she said briskly. “How was the ship journey?”

      “Rough.” Cynia made a face. “Levs was seasick the whole time.”

      “I was not,” her partner said indignantly. “Not for all of it, anyway.”

      Talyn chuckled. “Levs, Cynia, as promised, this is the Shadowhawk.”

      Cuinn smiled widely and offered his hand. “Ladies, it’s a pleasure.”

      Talyn shot him a scowl—he was supposed to be an edgy and overly-intense criminal, not the smoothly charming prince of Mithranar. He merely winked at her.

      Leviana looked him up and down. “You have a real name to go with that super mysterious criminal identity?”

      “Nope.”

      “I’m guessing you chose this place?” Cynia coughed for effect, making a face at the smoky air.

      “It’s one of my favourites. Now, Captain Dynan tells me she promised to offer me up on a serving platter for Callanan interrogation. Shall we get to it?”

      “I did not—” Talyn abruptly cut herself off when she realised he was needling her. “Just answer their questions, and do it quickly. We shouldn’t linger here too long.”

      Leviana and Cynia were good at what they did. They took turns asking questions, the other watching the Shadowhawk carefully for any hint of deception. They caught several occasions when he held information back and probed further each time.

      Talyn sat silent at his side. She’d passed all this information to the First Blade already, Cuinn was merely confirming it. And there were no lies. He wasn’t linked to Montagn. When Cynia asked him about Vengeance, he glanced at Talyn before responding. “There are several gangs that operate throughout the Poor Quarter. My suspicion is that Vengeance has settled into Dock City in the same way. I can’t tell you any more than what Captain Dynan already has.”

      “We think we might have a lead on which gang,” Talyn said, appreciating that he’d left it to her to decide how much to tell them. “Firming that up is my first priority. I’ll let the First Blade know as soon as I do.”

      Leviana sat back in her chair, gaze firmly on the Shadowhawk. “What do you make of Montagn?”

      “I don’t think about it much at all.” He gestured out the door. “You’ve seen what it’s like here. The only thing the Shadowhawk is interested in is helping improve the circumstances for humans in Mithranar.”

      “And talking about himself in the third person,” Cynia muttered.

      Talyn smirked.

      The two Callanan partners shared a glance, then Cynia leaned forward. “And if we asked you to help us? To learn more about Vengeance?”

      “No,” he said firmly.

      Talyn glanced at him. His arms were crossed firmly over his chest, mouth set in a stubborn line.

      “We could pay you,” Leviana offered. “You can’t deny that Callanan financial support could only help your efforts on behalf of the humans.”

      “Shia sent you here to recruit him?” Talyn snapped into the silence before Cuinn could respond, furious on his behalf. “Without talking to me?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Cuinn shrugged. “The answer is no. I don’t work for anyone. I work alone.”

      “But—” Cynia tried.

      “Asked and answered,” Talyn said tightly. “Do you have any more questions for him?”

      “Talyn, we have our orders. You know that,” Cynia said.

      Cuinn shot her an amused look. She ignored it.

      Leviana frowned. “We’re not trying to horn-in on your territory. You can run him as your informant, Tal.”

      “It’s not that. I—”

      “I’m right here, ladies.” The Shadowhawk lifted a hand. “I’m not interested in being anybody’s informant, to be clear. Any more questions? It’s late, and I have work to do.”

      Talyn sat back as the partners shared another glance, then Cynia looked at her. “We’d like a second meeting. That will give us time to process what we’ve learned tonight and identify any follow up questions.”

      “I’m happy to do that.” He glanced at Talyn. “Vengeance is a nasty group, and they’ve already caused a lot of damage. I’m reassured by the idea of you Callanan doing something about it, even though I have no idea why you care so much. It’s just that my priorities are elsewhere.”

      “Understood.” Leviana nodded. “And thank you for talking to us. We’ll contact Tal when we’re ready for the next meet.”

      Talyn rose to her feet. “We should go.”

      “Be safe, Tal.” Cynia smiled.

      

      They left the Callanan drinking in the bar and moved quickly through a series of back alleys until Cuinn brought them to a halt at the back of an empty store.

      Cuinn’s brown human eyes raked her. “They’re worried about Vengeance. A lot.”

      “So am I.”

      “What are you not telling me?” Frustration filled his voice and stance. “I can feel the secrets inside you, Talyn, despite how well you master yourself.”

      She lifted her hands helplessly. “If I could tell you, I would.”

      “You always have a choice. You’re choosing loyalty to them over us.” Cuinn sighed. “And I understand that. The Twin Thrones is your home, you’re a Dumnorix. But it worries me, because I care about my people just as much as you do, and I know these secrets affect my country. You wouldn’t be holding back otherwise.”

      Torn. She was constantly torn. Mithranar faced a potentially existential threat and she could do nothing to warn them. Not without losing the Callanan informant who was keeping the Twin Thrones safe. “I’m doing everything I can to help without breaching my duty,” she said quietly. “And hunting Vengeance is a part of that.”

      He let out a breath. “What about your Shadow contact, is he still a no-show?”

      She shook her head. They’d been back in Mithranar nearly two weeks and Savin hadn’t made a single appearance, despite her leaving a cup on her windowsill every day. She was starting to wonder whether he’d been recalled to Firthland for a different posting. Odd that Shia hadn’t mentioned that though.

      “Should we be worried?”

      “I don’t think so. Shadows can take care of themselves. He might be off on an assignment. Or maybe he’s been recalled back home.”

      He turned away. “On my way to meet you tonight, I went past a few places. There were several unanswered messages for the Shadowhawk. My network is wondering where I went, what happened. I’ve missed several important shipments.”

      “That’s a good thing,” she said gently. “It means there’s nothing to contradict Vengeance’s assumption that you’re dead.”

      He eyed her. “You keep talking about the fact Vengeance thinks I’m dead. But what about you? They wanted you as much as me, and you’re quite obviously still alive.”

      “Indeed.” A smile flashed over her face.

      A brief light lit his eyes. “You want them to come for you.”

      “It’s better than waiting until you’re back to full health and I find a way of hunting Mithranan citizens without Ravinire losing his mind and kicking me out of the country.” A hint of urgency tugged at her. She didn’t know how much time they had before Montagn moved against Mithranar. For all she knew, they had everything in place already and didn’t need Vengeance any longer.

      “Yes, well, be careful what you wish for. Vengeance have proven clever—they may not come at you directly. They framed me for a councillor’s murder, remember?”

      He was right. “I’ll be careful.”

      Cuinn took a breath. “I should go.”

      She didn’t like it. Didn’t like how he’d retreated from her, but she sensed his need for it, and empathised with it far too well to keep pushing. So she just nodded. “Thanks for tonight.”

      He disappeared into the dark before she could say anything further.
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      As Theac and Errana’s wedding approached, the days passed uneventfully. There continued to be no sign of Savin, and discreet enquiries from her talons when they were in Dock City identified no obvious Vengeance activity either. No murders. Nothing. The Wolves ensured they always went into the city in pairs or larger groups, but all trips occurred without incident.

      The quiet made Talyn itch.

      The plan to have Vengeance come after her was a sound one, and she wasn’t afraid of them, but the complete lack of activity was unsettling. Without it, there was no way to identify if they were rebuilding after the ambush attempt in the SkyReach or had withdrawn to plan another big attack. Or, as Cuinn had suggested, were planning something more insidious.

      “I hate to say it, but each time they’ve come at you directly, you’ve won. And easily,” Sari said. “If they’re even halfway clever, they’ll be looking to try something different.”

      Talyn agreed. Which would make her using herself as bait useless. “If they haven’t made a move by the wedding, I’ll change things up. I’ll go after them.”

      To distract herself from her uneasiness, she concentrated on the Wolves, advancing their sabai and weapons’ skills as quickly as she dared, filling her days with making them as lethal a guard force as was possible.

      If Vengeance did come again, they’d find a merciless foe.

      Ravinire’s weekly captains’ meetings were a trial. He had been unremittingly cold since their return, and not even dutiful completion of all the tedious administrative tasks he’d set her changed his attitude. That was fine. She wasn’t in Mithranar to win Ravinire’s affection, or even trust. She only needed to ensure he didn’t grow angry enough to kick her out. But he was always watching now, and she had no doubt she was operating under a very short leash.

      The same applied for Windsong’s replacement, Brightwing, who was much more like Iceflight than Windsong, and who was clearly also Mithanis’s lapdog. He generally steered clear of her given Ravinire’s orders she report directly to him, and that worked fine for both of them.

      The other captains mostly ignored her, but some of the contempt had faded from their attitudes. It was almost as if they’d gotten so used to her now that summoning the effort to be horrible was too much. One new face at the captains’ meetings—Tarlen Ironfeather—she recognised as one of the Falcons who’d helped the Wolves search for survivors after the avalanche in Darmour.

      When she asked around, she learned he’d been promoted into Brightwing’s spot after his rise to flight-leader. On Ravinire’s recommendation. It reminded her that while Ravinire was largely ineffectual, he did what he could.

      Mindful of Cuinn’s warning, she stayed away from the Queencouncil meetings he attended, but ensured she sought immediate updates afterwards from whichever talon was in charge of his detail. They always sounded impressed with the way Cuinn attempted to moderate the more extreme suggestions made by his brothers or the councillors, but never in a way that overtly undermined the queen or Mithanis.

      “I think Goldfeather is the least unlikable of the lot,” Corrin said one night. Talyn often gathered with her talons in their private common room of an evening. It was a good opportunity to discuss the events of the day and manage any minor issues in the wing, but most of all she enjoyed spending time in their company. And even though Zamaril was no longer a talon, he still joined them. “Even if he doesn’t often come out and say it, you can tell from his body language he often agrees with Prince Cuinn’s points.”

      “He’s too young to have any impact,” Tiercelin said dismissively. “And if he keeps it up, he’ll never get enough respect from the other lords to have any influence on the council.”

      Talyn shot him a disapproving look.

      He merely shrugged. “It’s the way things work here. I’m just stating fact.”

      “I hate how things work here,” Sari grumbled.

      “You and me both.” Her uncle didn’t have to gain the support of his senior lords before making decisions, although he only had power to rule on areas that affected both Calumnia and Conmor.

      As if reading her mind, Tiercelin asked, “Does King Aethain have unlimited power?”

      “Over certain things,” she said. “Like decisions relating to the defence of the Twin Thrones or choosing when to go to war. Relations with other countries. Approval or veto over Firthland’s proposed actions. And if the lords in charge of the day to day running of Calumnia and Conmor have a dispute they can’t resolve—which happens a bit—the case is submitted to my uncle. His ruling is final.”

      “No wonder the Firthlander warlord is having problems then,” Halun commented.

      “What do you mean?” Talyn asked. “My uncle rarely intervenes. He gives the warlord free rein to rule as he sees fit. He’s never once vetoed one of his decisions.”

      “Yes, but he could if he wanted to,” Tiercelin pointed out. “Your uncle might be the best king ever, but what will his son be like, or his son’s sons? What if they decide to take a more active role in governing Firthland?”

      She opened her mouth, closed it.

      “The way I see it,” Theac weighed in, making her turn to him in astonishment. “The war happened generations ago, no? So the Firthlanders alive today, they’ve done nothing to act against the Twin Thrones. Their parents didn’t either. So why keep punishing them for something their ancestors did?”

      “When did you all suddenly get so political?” she managed.

      “We all felt hopeless when you first came here, Captain,” Corrin answered for them. “But you taught us that small things can matter. And it opened our eyes a bit. We ask more questions now.”

      “I don’t,” Zamaril grumbled. “But Tiercelin won’t shut up with all his chattering about how things are different elsewhere and whatnot.”

      Talyn settled uncomfortably back into the couch, seeking a way to change the subject. Her Wolves’ questions still lingered in her mind, unsettling her. She didn’t have good answers for them.

      She wondered if her uncle had ever considered those questions.

      “This is why I’m just a warrior,” she said eventually. “I don’t want to have to think about all that stuff.”

      They all stared at her, as if she’d just said the most ridiculous thing they’d ever heard.

      “What?” she demanded.

      “Oh, nothing, Captain.” Theac hauled himself to his feet. “I’m going to get some more tea. Anyone else want some?”

      

      A week before Theac’s wedding, Talyn and Cuinn met with Leviana and Cynia for the second time. This meeting was more relaxed, with the two Callanan mainly covering a few smaller details.

      “We’ve been doing some discreet looking around,” Cynia confided. “But found nothing specific on Vengeance apart from a lot of rumour and fear.”

      “You won’t get much more than that as outsiders,” Talyn agreed. “My plan was to wait for them to come after me—they think they’ve killed the Shadowhawk but they wanted me dead too. But so far nothing.”

      “You’ve only been back a few weeks,” Cuinn murmured. “Maybe they’re still planning.”

      Leviana scowled. “That idea doesn’t fill me with sunshine and light.”

      “Me either,” Talyn said. “And I don’t want to sit around doing nothing for much longer. One of my talons is getting married next week. If they don’t come out of the shadows before then, I’ll change up my plans.”

      “We’re going to be here a few more weeks, First Blade’s orders,” Leviana said. “So if you need help, reach out.”

      “I will,” Talyn said, and she meant it.

      “You’ve got a plan,” Cuinn said, reading her easily.

      She did. Cuinn was growing stronger every day, and Andres reported that Mithanis had seemed relatively calm at the last council meeting Cuinn had attended. She suspected that once Theac’s wedding had passed, Cuinn would insist on going back to the streets. Once the Shadowhawk was at large again, he could reach out to Saniya, get her to meet them. This time Talyn would be prepared for an ambush. And once she had Saniya in a room, well, then she could ask her questions. Having two Callanan at her back could be useful. “I’ve got some thoughts, yes. In fact, Levs, Cynia, let me know before you leave?”

      Both Callanan looked thrilled that Talyn might actually consider enlisting their help. “We will. And the First Blade made it clear that our return could be flexible if we identified a need to stay,” Cynia said.

      “Good,” Cuinn said quietly.

      Talyn glanced at him, frowning, but he was staring at his mug of ale. His heavy mood hadn’t lifted much in the past weeks, and at this second meeting with the Callanan he’d been much more the brooding criminal.

      Leviana’s glance flicked between them. “Tell us more about this wedding, Tal? There’s nothing I love more!”

      She smiled. “The Wolves are all very excited.”

      A faint smile flashed over Cuinn’s face too. “You realise most of Dock City is just as excited?”

      “Really?” Cynia asked. “Why?”

      “Because the Wolves saved half the city when we had flash floods last year. Then they beat Prince Azrilan’s personal Falcon detail in a very public alleya game they were set up to lose,” Cuinn said matter-of-factly, ignoring Talyn nudging him sharply in the ribs. “And most recently they helped save many lives after an avalanche in the north.”

      The Callanan stared at Talyn, clearly unsure as to whether the Shadowhawk was having them on.

      “He’s right. Mostly,” she muttered.

      “The Wolves are an emblem of hope for the humans of Mithranar,” Cuinn said softly. “And it was Talyn who created them.”

      “You didn’t mention that in your letters,” Leviana said pointedly. “I can’t imagine the Acondor family thinks well of it.”

      “They don’t,” Talyn said flatly. “And there were consequences. But none of that has anything to do with the Callanan. I’ll send a message through Petro if I need you, and you’ll do the same before you plan to leave?”

      Cynia and Leviana shared a look that communicated both their unease at Cuinn’s revelation and tacit agreement not to push Talyn on it. Yet. “We will.”

      

      On the day of the wedding, Talyn rose early, wandering past a mostly empty mess on her way to the talons’ common room. Those Wolves not on the current guard shift or assigned to afternoon shift had been given the day off—and every single one of them had risen at dawn to go down to Dock City and help decorate the Town Hall for the event.

      It never failed to warm her how they all looked out for each other. From five original guards to sixty strong, that hadn’t changed.

      “It’s you, Talyn. You know that, right?”

      “They did it for themselves.”

      “You just keep telling yourself that,” Sari muttered. “And I’ll just keep knowing different.”

      Theac sat alone in the common room, an uneaten bowl of oatmeal sitting in front of him while his hands fidgeted nervously in his lap. Andres’s detail was on shift, with Tiercelin taking over later in the morning for the duration of the ceremony and celebrations.

      The other talons were probably getting ready. Halun and Zamaril would be standing up for Theac at the ceremony, and both had been nervous about looking smart enough for the occasion. She was certain Theac wasn’t going to notice what they were wearing.

      “Nervous?” she asked, taking the chair opposite him.

      “No,” he said quickly, then tugged at his collar. “Is it hot in here?”

      “It’s always hot in here.” She smiled. “Theac, you’re going to be fine.”

      “What if I’m an awful husband? What if I can’t look after Errana and her girls properly?” He scowled, words almost falling out of him in his anxiety. “I mean, I’m not exactly husband material, am I? I’m rough and ill-mannered and I used to drink too much and—”

      “You’re loyal and steady and strong and you’ll protect her and those girls with everything you have,” Talyn finished. “You’re a good man, and a great second. I couldn’t do half of what I do without you.”

      His eyes searched her face. “You mean that, lass?”

      “I do,” she said firmly. “Anyway, you should feel fortunate you’re not Aimsir.”

      “Why?” he asked suspiciously.

      “Aimsir weddings are a little on the… exuberant side. Once the vows are spoken, the couple is doused with celebratory wine.” She grinned in fond memory of the handful of Aimsir marriages she’d attended. “The partying usually lasts a couple of days, too, lots of loud music and dancing. Many sore heads afterwards. It wouldn’t suit you at all.”

      “So that will be your fate one day, huh Captain?” He managed a smile.

      She snorted. “I doubt my uncle would accept anything less than a proper court wedding. For that reason alone I am comfortable never marrying.”

      The door opened, and two Wolves stepped inside, Leta and Kiran from Andres’ detail. Their alert demeanour indicated that Cuinn was with them. Sure enough, the winged prince came in behind them, his eyes searching the room until they fell on Theac.

      “Talon Parksin, I’m glad I found you here.”

      “Prince Cuinn!” Theac scrambled to his feet beside Talyn.

      Cuinn smiled. “I just wanted to drop by and offer you my congratulations and best wishes.”

      Theac’s mouth opened, then closed. Eventually he managed a muttered thanks. Talyn shot the prince a warning look—displaying such consideration for his human guard wasn’t a smart idea—but he studiously ignored her.

      “I also have a wedding gift for you.” Cuinn turned back to Kiran, who passed him a square, flat package wrapped in paper.

      “Your Highness, you didn’t need to—”

      Cuinn stepped closer, lowering his voice. “We both know I owe you a lot more than a wedding gift, Theac. Please, open it.”

      Talyn glanced over Theac’s shoulder as he unwrapped the paper, curious to see what the gift would be.

      “A painting.” Theac cleared his throat. “I am honoured, thank you.”

      It was a skilful depiction of a small townhouse, red brick with white-painted windows and a delightfully colourful garden of flowers in the front.

      “Oh, no.” Cuinn’s musical laugher rang out. “You can keep the painting, but its purpose is merely to show you what your new home looks like. It’s rather too large a present to bring to you, unfortunately.”

      “I’m not sure I understand.” Theac frowned.

      “The house is in Dock City, in the Wall Quarter not far from Town Hall. It’s in a quiet neighbourhood, a safe one for Errana’s girls. Enough rooms for Halun’s niece to continue living with you, too. And from the second story there’s a view of Feather Bay.” Cuinn paused. “It’s yours, Theac. Tiercelin helped me organise it through his family—they already own so much in Dock City, they didn’t notice us using their name to buy this.”

      As Talyn looked between Theac’s stunned face and Cuinn’s smile, something tight lodged in her chest. “I thought you only got a small allowance from your mother?” she asked.

      Cuinn nodded. “I’ve just never spent any of it apart from what I needed for… you know. I still didn’t have enough for even half, but Tiercelin used his money for the rest—not sure if you’ve noticed the Stormflight family is even wealthier than mine.”

      “This is a wonderful gift, Your Highness.” Theac was clearly overwhelmed. “I am deeply honoured. To you and Tiercelin both.”

      Cuinn nodded, turning brisk. “Good, well I hope Errana likes it too. Congratulations, Theac. I’d best be going.”

      He left without another word, wings furling as he passed through the door, Leta and Kiran following closely behind. She watched him go, struck by his and Tiercelin’s gesture.

      As the door closed behind them, Theac turned to stare at Talyn.

      “Don’t look at me.” She shook her head. “I had no idea he was planning on doing that.”

      “But why? I don’t understand.”

      “I suspect Tiercelin was listening the other night when you were talking about the fact you and Errana were trying to work out where to live, and that you weren’t thrilled with the idea of them living here in the barracks with you. He and Cuinn must have come up with the wedding gift idea together.”

      “I feel truly honoured.” Theac was so utterly taken aback it was almost amusing.

      Talyn clapped him on the back. “Come on now, you need to go and get dressed.”

      

      The look on Errana’s face when she entered the beautifully decorated Town Hall and saw the seats filled with friends and family—plus fifty off-duty Wolves—was worth all the work it had taken to put it together. Talyn’s second looked uncomfortable in his finery, but the scowl on his face faded the moment his eyes landed on Errana.

      Corrin beamed from ear to ear as he escorted his mother to Theac before going to stand with a straight backed and proud-looking Zamaril and Halun. Talyn watched from the front row of seats beside Andres and Evani, who were tasked with watching over Elsie and Janna.

      Both girls behaved perfectly despite wriggling with excitement in their seats the whole way through, and so all three were free to focus on the couple as they spoke their marriage oaths before the mayor, who’d volunteered to officiate the wedding the moment he’d heard it was taking place.

      The ceremony dragged on a little, and Talyn’s gaze eventually wandered, running over the full-to-bursting hall. The winged Wolves stood out most, with their massive wings and beauty, but oddly enough, they didn’t look out of place at all. They sat with their human comrades, and none of the Dock City residents had given them a second glance. Nor did they look strange sitting amongst a hall of humans. And it wasn’t just Wolves. She spotted Ronisin Nightdrift at the back, a grin on his face as he leaned to the Wolf at his side to whisper something in his ear. The Falcons from his detail were there too.

      The winged folk were accepted here as much as the human Wolves were. It made her sad that Tiercelin had to miss this. It also made her wonder… if this type of harmony could be achieved amongst a small number of winged folk, could it mean change in Mithranar was possible?

      “I think it is. And I think you know it is.”

      “Not under the queen or Mithanis. Or even Azrilan.”

      “Under Cuinn it would be.”

      Talyn sighed. “You know it’s impossible for Cuinn to be king here. His mother, the nobles, they’ll never name him heir. And even if someone drugged them all with mind-altering herbs and they did, Mithanis would kill him.”

      “There are solutions to that.”

      “If you’re about to suggest I start a coup in Mithranar, I’m going to suggest that you’ve gone loony living in my head,” Talyn said with a huff.

      A snort of indignation from Sari and then she was gone.

      Soon after, the ceremony finished and Theac was a married man. Her second wore an expression on his face that was an amusing—and sweet—mix of stunned, awkward, and delighted.

      The hall slowly cleared out, people making their way in small groups through the city and down to an inn in the Dock Quarter that had a lovely aspect over Feather Bay. Talyn strolled down with her talons, enjoying the warm late afternoon air and scent of flowers on the breeze.

      By the time they arrived, celebrations had already begun. Laughing guests spilled out of the inn’s garden and onto the sandy beach beyond, clutching glasses of ale and wine.

      Talyn relaxed completely for the first time in months, drinking and dancing with her Wolves, allowing the atmosphere to evoke the good memories of her previous life, rather than the painful ones. The only blight on the day was that Tiercelin was not able to be there.

      Later they all gathered, cheeping and whooping, as Theac and Errana left together in a waiting carriage. They’d be spending two weeks travelling in Mair-land to celebrate their wedding before Theac returned to duty. Evani stood with both girls to wave them off. The ex-slave had offered to watch them while Errana was away.

      “What time is training tomorrow morning, Captain?” Andres asked as they returned to the party and ordered another round of drinks.

      “Same as usual.” She kept her face straight.

      “You’ll be the only one coming to training, in that case,” Zamaril shot back.

      “No, no training tomorrow.” She laughed. “I think a day off is in order.”

      Talyn drained the rest of her ale, her attention catching on the odd sight of a Falcon in uniform wending his way through the guests towards her. He managed a surly nod when he reached her, and passed a sealed note with the queen’s sigil on it.

      He was gone before she could ask him what it was about.

      “Something important?” Zamaril peered over her shoulder.

      She frowned. “It must be from Ravinire. I hope nothing’s wrong.” She stood up. “I need some fresh air, anyway. Hold my seat.”

      He raised his glass at her then turned back to the conversation.

      Talyn fought her way through the drunken revellers and out onto the beach. It was a lot emptier than it had been earlier—she hadn’t realised how late it had gotten, though the air was still oppressively thick, the kind of humidity she remembered from the previous year in the days before monsoon season broke.

      The sounds of the party faded behind her, to be replaced by the soft whisper of the waves breaking against the shore. With slightly unsteady fingers, she opened the note.

      It was blank.

      Her faintly inebriated mind was trying to process what that meant when the rustling sound of many wings came from the sky above. Falcons, at least twenty of them, dropping down onto the sand until she was completely encircled.

      Two of them stepped forward. The first was Darian Strongswoop. One of the talons who’d travelled with them to Montagn. The other was Siran Brightwing.

      Even though it was Brightwing who spoke, Talyn’s heart was already sinking at the grave look on Strongswoop’s face. “You need to come with us.”

      He hadn’t addressed her by rank. That wasn’t good.

      “What’s going on, sir?” she asked, fighting the urge to reach for her daggers.

      “Prince Mithanis’s orders. You’re to come with us, or we have instructions to restrain you and bring you in forcibly,” Brightwing said, surly and cold.

      Shit. From what she knew about Mithanis, if she allowed them to take her, it might not end well. Yet she couldn’t kill a group of Falcons on the beach in the Dock Quarter—if she did that, she’d be done in Mithranar. Dead, most likely, once they caught her.

      “Dynan!” he snapped when she made no move.

      “All right.” She lifted her hands in the air. “I’m coming with you.”

      “I think you should run.”

      “Let’s just see what’s going on first.”

      “I have a bad feeling about this.”

      “Tell me about it,” she muttered aloud.
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      Cuinn sat at the table, a half-eaten plate of food in front of him. Lively music filled the air. Already, a few of the guests at Irial and Annae’s party were up and dancing.

      These dinners had once been fun, a chance to forget his despair and the difficulty of being the Shadowhawk, and disappear into his prince persona for a few hours. He’d drink, laugh as loudly as anyone else, and usually end up taking one of the winged women back to his room.

      He hadn’t taken a lover since ending his affair with Niya, and tonight was a perfect opportunity to bring another woman to his bed. It was exactly what he would have done only a few months earlier. But almost dying and the Wolves finding out who he was had changed everything irrevocably—he just hadn’t realised how much until tonight.

      Because he had no interest in bedding any woman at the party. And he had even less interest in being at the party.

      The only thing he wanted was to be at Theac’s wedding.

      Worse, guilt curled uncomfortably through him at the fact that his Wolf detail couldn’t be at the wedding either because they had to guard him. Especially Tiercelin. Those initial five talons thought of each other as brothers. His magic sensed the tight and profound bond between them anytime they were in a room together. And Tiercelin had to miss Theac’s wedding because of him.

      “Cheer up, Cuinn!” Irial tossed an olive at him as he sauntered over. “You’re like a wet blanket this evening. What’s with the long face?”

      Cuinn sipped his wine and forced a smile. He couldn’t afford Irial thinking anything was amiss. He’d report it straight to Mithanis, and his older brother was only now beginning to return to normal levels of anger after his return from Calumnia. “Just tired, I suppose.”

      “I could help you with that.” The woman seated next to him leaned in with a slow smile—they’d been lovers on and off for years. Not from a particularly important family, Arini Softfeather was a casual option when he was between lovers and wanted the distraction.

      Aware Irial was still watching, he smiled and turned to murmur in her ear. “I’m sure you could.”

      “Should we leave? Find somewhere more… private?”

      Cuinn allowed his smile to widen. Arini was beautiful and could perhaps distract him for a few full-turns from the utter mess his life had become. He glanced up and saw Irial already walking away, going to join his wife in a dance, and instantly Cuinn’s interest in Arini withered. He sat back, his expression changing to a wince. “Actually, I think I may have eaten something bad. I’m not feeling too well, maybe another time?”

      “Shall I fetch a healer?” Arini asked in concern.

      “No.” Cuinn looked up and caught Tiercelin watching from one of the balconies above. When he gestured, Tiercelin nodded and flew away to gather the other Wolves. Turning back to Arini, he filled his voice was song magic, using it to convince her that he looked a little green. If Irial asked, she would sound sincere when telling him Cuinn was ill. “I think I’ll just sleep it off. It might just be too much wine from dinner.”

      She smiled, her hand squeezing his thigh before she sat back. “Next time, then.”

      “I look forward to it.”

      Once outside, he decided to walk back to his tower. His limp was barely noticeable now, but he took the opportunity to build up the strength in his leg as often as he could. Walking also meant he didn’t have to leave most of Tiercelin’s detail behind. Tonight he needed the Wolves’ silent presence around him, making him feel safe and protected.

      They dispersed to surround the tower as soon as Tiercelin had checked the empty rooms to ensure there were no intruders or waiting assassins.

      “I’m truly sorry you had to miss the wedding.” Cuinn apologised to the talon on his way out.

      “Don’t be, Your Highness.” Tiercelin smiled. “How’s your leg feeling?”

      “It feels great, stronger every day.” Cuinn poured himself a glass of spirts. “Good night, Tiercelin.”

      “Goodnight, Your Highness.” Tiercelin gave him that bow again, the one that made him uncomfortable and warm at the same time, and left to take up his guard position.

      Jasper came padding over then, his green eyes suspicious as he tracked the winged man’s departure. Once the door closed he wound his way around Cuinn’s ankles before letting out a little yowl. It felt like the tawncat was asking him what was wrong.

      “The old distractions aren’t working anymore, buddy.” He leaned down to rub the tawncat’s ears until he purred in pleasure. “Probably a good thing, hey? If I tried bringing a new woman in here you’d probably eat her for dinner. It’s not like I can keep you locked up anymore.”

      Jasper responded to that by curling up around his ankles and closing his eyes. Cuinn chuckled, needing a surprising amount of strength to shove the tawncat off his feet. “Not here. Up to bed.”

      

      Cuinn woke suddenly in the darkness of his bedroom. It was hard to know how late it was, but the sense he’d developed over endless nights on the streets of Dock City judged it was close to midnight. A shadow shifted outside the window nearest his bed—he rarely drew the curtains over at night, liking to sleep bathed in moonlight—and he started violently when Jasper suddenly hurled himself at the window. A blood-curdling snarl tore out of the tawncat’s throat.

      “Jasper, stop!” Cuinn hissed, not wanting to rouse his entire Wolf guard. Whatever was outside the window wasn’t getting through the newly installed iron bars and he seriously doubted any real threat had gotten past his Wolves outside.

      Jasper fell back, but kept pacing and snarling under the window as Cuinn cautiously approached it. A winged man hovered beyond the bars, shooting terrified glances at the tawncat. A man Cuinn recognised. He slid the window upwards, letting in a vaguely cool night breeze.

      “Ronisin Nightdrift.” The last person he expected to see at his window in the middle of the night was the talon of one of Azrilan’s Falcon details. And he wasn’t in uniform. In fact, he wore dark clothing, as if he didn’t want to be seen. “What are you doing?”

      “Your Highness, I’m so sorry to bother you like this.” Ronisin was deathly pale, words spilling over themselves. Cuinn couldn’t sort through Ronisin’s terror and embarrassment at bothering him to work out what was actually wrong. In fact, the emotions were so strong Cuinn struggled to focus on what the man was saying. “Tirina said it was okay to come up and speak with you, though I think she’s ready to shoot me full of arrows if I make one wrong move.”

      “Ronisin!” Cuinn hissed, trying to break through the torrent. “Why are you here?”

      The Falcon swallowed. “I wasn’t sure if you’d want to know or not, Your Highness, but I didn’t want to just do nothing, and…” He took visible hold of himself. “Captain Dynan has been arrested.”

      Cuinn’s heart stopped. He couldn’t have heard right. “What? That’s impossible. Theac was getting married tonight, she was at the wedding—”

      “She was arrested by the Falcons just over a half-turn ago. I was at the wedding too, but we left early because I… anyway… I was in the barracks with some friends when Flight-Leader Brightwing came in with the orders.” Ronisin was again talking too fast.

      Cuinn’s hand curled around one of the bars, white-knuckled. He shouldn’t be showing how upset he was to Ronisin, but right now hiding was impossible. “Why?”

      “I don’t know. I just heard the orders.”

      “Shit.” He swore unthinkingly, cold dread closing over his chest. “Do any of the Wolves know what happened?”

      “The flight-leader took two details from Captain Strongswoop’s wing down to Dock City. He told them to be discreet, that he wanted it done quietly. But that doesn’t mean none of the other guests saw.”

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      “Why are you telling me this, Ronisin?”

      Fear flared in the young man’s eyes—he knew what coming to Cuinn could mean for him if the wrong people found out—but he spoke anyway. “She was good to us, treated us with respect. I didn’t want to sit by and do nothing.”

      “Get out of here, and don’t tell anyone what you’ve done. Am I clear?” Cuinn inflected his voice with enough song magic that Ronisin swooped instantly away from the window, winging off as quickly as he could.

      Cuinn lurched from the window, dragging on breeches and shirt and hunting around in the dark for his boots. The whole time Jasper watched him, claws digging into the carpet, clearly understanding that something was wrong. Cuinn’s thoughts raced as he moved, planning and discounting each plan as it came into his head. He had to move quickly or things were going to explode very fast.

      And even now he didn’t know if he’d be quick enough to stop it.

      “Jasper, stay!” Taking one step out of his bedroom, he spread his wings and flew down to the main front door.

      Tiercelin—on guard out front—was turning to him as he hauled it open. “With me, now.”

      “Where are we going?” the healer asked calmly. “Was Jasper—”

      “The Wolves’ barracks.” He leapt into the air, forcing Tiercelin to follow suit. Behind him, the talon snapped an order to Tirina to follow and the rest of the Wolves to catch up as quickly as they could.

      This mad rush to the barracks would look odd at best and suspicious at worst if a passing winged person saw and it got back to Mithanis… but if Cuinn wasn’t quick enough, that would be the absolute least of his worries.

      He landed an instant ahead of Tiercelin and Tirina in the dark drill yard and ran for the common room where the talons normally spent their off-duty time. If they weren’t here, that meant they were probably still at the wedding, which meant they didn’t know yet. Which was the best outcome he could hope for.

      His heart sank when the door opened just as he reached it, Zamaril in the lead, sword at his hip, anger plastered all over his face. Cuinn hit him full stride, using his momentum and superior upper body strength to shove the slighter man back into the room before slamming the door shut the moment Tiercelin came inside.

      Zamaril flew backwards, colliding with a couch and rolling over it and back to his feet with Callanan quickness and agility. His mouth opened, anger darkening his face—

      “Stop, now!” Cuinn bellowed, using every inch of song magic he possessed to bolster his command and halt all four men in the room in their tracks. It took a second for its strength to fade and as Cuinn stood there, he was stunned by what he saw.

      Zamaril’s lip was curled back in a silent snarl, Corrin’s green eyes gone dark with a predatory light. Halun’s big shoulders were slightly hunched, expression a rictus of anger wanting to be let loose. Andres, the calmest of them all, had something on his face that spoke of hunting and death.

      Wolves indeed.

      What had she built?

      “Your brother has her!” Corrin was the first to break free, lurching into movement. “We have to—”

      “No!” Cuinn shoved him back. “You do anything right now and the Wolves will be dead to a man by morning. That will destroy her.”

      Fury sparked on Zamaril’s face and his snarl ripped through the room. “You want us to sit here and do nothing?”

      “What in skies is going on?” Tiercelin demanded, wings flinging wide in agitation and almost smacking Halun in the face. The big man was so worked up he shoved Tiercelin away. Tiercelin stared at him, eyes wide in shock.

      “Captain Dynan has been arrested.” Cuinn fought for calm. It was close to impossible with the same panic the Wolves were feeling churning in his own stomach. And then Tiercelin’s response to his words hit in a fresh wave of terror, and he almost doubled over with the force of it. But for her sake… he had to be calm. Had to think clearly. Had to somehow save them all. “By Mithanis. I don’t know why. But if any of you try to help her, they will assume the Wolves are also guilty of whatever they suspect her of and it will be the excuse they need to kill you all. Am I clear?”

      “I don’t think—”

      “No!” Cuinn cut off Halun this time. “If any of you got hurt because of her, she would never forgive herself. You know that.”

      “What do we do then?” Andres demanded.

      Cuinn took a breath. “You’ll have to trust me.”

      “Trust you?” Zamaril had gone red in the face. “Trust a winged prince who doesn’t give two coins for a human life, much less a foreign human?”

      “Zamaril, you’re being unfair,” Tiercelin snapped. “We all know that’s not how the prince thinks of humans.”

      Cuinn took a breath. “I’ll find out where they’re holding her, then we’ll work out a plan. One step at a time. That’s what she always says, right?”

      Throwing Talyn’s words at the talons seemed to calm them. Fractionally.

      “Don’t forget I have access to the Shadowhawk’s resources.” Those words, spoken to try and reassure, started a kernel of thought leaking through him. What if…

      Tiercelin rounded on him. “You can’t. They think you’re dead.”

      “I don’t much care about that right now. You saw what happened to the Ciantar and his entire family in the space of a single night.” Cuinn spoke in a rush. “I won’t let that happen to her or any of you. We’ll find a way.”

      Tiercelin paled dramatically, his horror reaching out like a slap to the face. Before Cuinn could pursue what had caused that reaction, Corrin broke in. “What about us?”

      “You stay in the barracks and do nothing. No speaking out against the arrest, no acting out either. You can’t give them any excuse to arrest you too.”

      Halun spoke up. “The Shadowhawk can’t be the one to break her out.” A vein at his neck throbbed but his voice was quiet. “It will prove to your brother that she’s been in league with him this whole time. It will make whatever they’re charging her with worse.”

      “Agreed.” Cuinn shook his head, trying to force his brain to think. “But that comes next. First we work out what’s happened and where she is.”

      The door opened before any of them could protest further. It was Tirina, concern written all over her face. “Prince Azrilan just landed in the yard with a handful of his Falcons.”

      Panic swept the air of the room so fiercely Cuinn almost staggered from the force of it. “That’s not helping.” He clutched his head. “Mithanis isn’t going to arrest me, at least not yet.”

      “You’re just going to go out there?” Corrin had gone so pale his green eyes stood out starkly against his skin.

      “I am. I’m going to figure out what’s going on and then work out a plan.” He began moving for the door—he didn’t want Azrilan seeing the Wolves in this state. “You, all of you, do nothing. And you keep the Wolves in line. That’s a direct order.” His eyes ran over them. He wished Theac was here. The best thing for the Wolves right now was Parksin’s steadiness.

      Cuinn closed the door firmly behind him, took a deep breath and summoned hints of both song magic and glamour. Then, he strolled out to meet Azrilan and the Falcons with him, hands in pockets, idle expression firmly in place. “What’s going on?” He projected the right blend of annoyed and snappish. “The Wolves are telling me some wild, panicked tale of Captain Dynan being arrested.”

      Azrilan reached out to lay a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry, Brother, it’s serious. You’d better come with me.”

      He ignored the dread tightening his chest and huffed a long-suffering sigh. “Fine. Can we make it fast though? I have a warm bed to get back to.”

      Azrilan leapt into the air and Cuinn followed suit, the Falcons trailing behind. The prince of games led him over the buildings of the palace to their mother’s reception room. More Falcons than usual stood guard outside the door, though they opened it without a word when Azrilan and Cuinn landed before them.

      Inside the well-lit room, his mother paced back and forth, her expression difficult to interpret. Mithanis stood, arms crossed, face as dark as a storm. Opposite them was Talyn, hands tied behind her back, a Falcon at each shoulder.

      The sight of her standing there, bound, was like a punch to Cuinn’s stomach—the overwhelming flood of anger and terror was so strong he couldn’t tell which was the primary emotion. Only years of practice allowed him to squelch that emotion before it took hold and became obvious to the song mages in the room.

      Talyn glanced over at him as soon as he walked in, the warning in her expression unmistakable. But equally unmistakable were her emotions. She was leaving them open for him to read.

      She didn’t know why she was here.

      She wasn’t afraid either. Not yet.

      “Did you know about this?” Mithanis snapped at him.

      “Know about what?” Cuinn threw both hands up in the air and dropped onto the nearest sofa. “I was agreeably engaged sleeping when all this fuss disturbed me. Why have you arrested my captain?”

      “Cuinn, please, show some maturity,” his mother snapped.

      He huffed a sigh, making a show of sitting up straight. “Maybe if someone would tell me what was going on, I could summon the appropriate level of gravity?”

      “She’s a Dumnorix,” Mithanis said flatly.

      A chill wrapped icy fingers around his heart, a response he buried as deeply as he possibly could. Instead, he chuckled. “Are you sure? How do you know?”

      “I’m certain. I had some people travel to Calumnia to do a little digging on your human captain.” Mithanis’s voice was silky, edged with a note of triumph. “Did you know, Brother?”

      “I certainly didn’t,” Azrilan interjected.

      “No, I didn’t,” Cuinn said before Mithanis could turn his ire on Azrilan. “If you recall, I neither wanted nor asked for a human guard from the Twin Thrones. She and that wing are a constant pain in my rear. I’m not sure why you’d imagine for a second I’d bother enough to learn anything about her.”

      Talyn didn’t dare look at him, but he sensed her approval across the room. Looking at her, he raised an eyebrow, trying to say, they can feel that too. “You might have mentioned at some point, Captain. Now look at the fuss you’ve caused.”

      “Oh, it’s much, much worse than that.” Mithanis’s voice turned cold, and now their mother looked discomfited. The chill Cuinn had felt earlier turned into a bone-cold fear. Something else was happening here. Something worse than her being a Dumnorix.

      “It’s not what any of you think,” Talyn spoke suddenly, cool and confident. “The Kingshield sent me here because you asked for one of us and I had Mithranan heritage. It wasn’t because I’m Dumnorix. There was no ulterior motive.”

      “You lie well,” Mithanis said, “and cleverly, threading your deceit with truth. My people asked about that too, when they were investigating you. They learned your father’s name. Trys.”

      The queen’s face tightened, and even Azrilan’s expression had turned grim. The name echoed through Cuinn’s thoughts before he realised… and then for a moment it was hard to breathe. Panic clawed at him, turning his muscles to jelly and his brain to fragments of chaotic thought.

      If this was what he thought… she wasn’t getting out of here alive.

      She’d never told him her father’s name. He’d never asked, he’d never thought to ask. If he had… he cursed himself for a fool. He could have prevented all this if he’d just—

      “I don’t understand.” Talyn frowned. And it was clear she didn’t. Cuinn desperately hoped Mithanis sensed that—it might save her.

      The prince of night studied her, quiet menace oozing from every part of him. Cuinn watched, frozen, as he murmured. “Only one family in the history of the winged folk has ever had that sapphire colouring in their eyes… and wings. We never put it together because you’re human. But you’re not human, are you, Captain Dynan?”

      Hesitation flitted across her face as she decided whether to be truthful. In the end she nodded. “I believe my father was winged folk, yes. But I don’t know any more than that. He never told me anything more. He refused to.”

      “I think you’re lying.” Mithanis stepped up to her in a sudden, graceful movement. “Your father was Trystaan Ciantar, and I think you came here on some purpose for the Dumnorix king.”

      The room went deathly silent.

      Trystaan Ciantar. A name that hadn’t been spoken aloud for over two decades.

      Talyn’s father. Talyn was a Ciantar.

      His mother’s combined fear and guilt hit Cuinn like a slap, then vanished as quickly as it had come. Cuinn swallowed. He had to do something. Before Mithanis killed her on the spot. Or his mother did.

      “Come on Mithanis, even for you that’s absurd.” Cuinn managed to recover his voice, though it sounded shaky rather than annoyed. “All Captain Dynan has done since coming here is train my Wolves. We’re the ones that asked for a Kingshield.”

      “She’s done a lot more than that and you know it,” his mother snapped. “Cuinn, if it turns out you knew something of this…”

      “Of course I didn’t.” He lifted himself to his feet, unable to sit still any longer. “And I don’t know why you’re making such a big deal of it. Even if the Ciantar was her grandfather, she had nothing to do with their activities.”

      “You’re not as stupid as to think she—the daughter of Trystaan Ciantar and a Dumnorix princess—was sent here for no other purpose than to train our WingGuard? They knew who she was, it’s why they sent her. I know it for a fact, actually. My spies are very, very good.” Mithanis’s voice was whisper-soft as he turned to Cuinn, more dangerous for how quiet it was.

      Talyn’s eyes were on him, willing him to protect himself, her focus on his safety rather than the shock of Mithanis’s declaration.

      “Oh all right.” Cuinn sighed and threw himself back into the chair. “Fine. She came here with some dastardly plan in mind. And while enacting that plan—which was what, exactly?—she just happened to save my life from an assassination attempt at the same time. You do remember that, don’t you?”

      “We don’t know what her plan is, not for certain,” Mithanis mused. “But dead nobles and an increase in Shadowhawk activity? Humans being riled up? All since she arrived. None of it is a coincidence.”

      “I think you’re reaching.” Cuinn sighed, while inwardly his chest constricted. When painted in that light… things looked very bad. “What do you plan on doing with her?”

      “She’ll receive the same fate as the rest of her family,” his mother said without hesitation.

      Talyn was still, that mask she wore revealing nothing. Cuinn swallowed down his panic, his heart beginning to race in his chest. Death. Not an unsurprising pronouncement, but a fraught one, surely? There was a momentary silence while he realised nobody else in the room was going to disagree with his mother, then he laughed. “Not that I enjoy playing the role of sensible one, but you can’t execute a Dumnorix princess out of hand. The Twin Thrones will crush us for it.”

      “He has a point,” Azrilan said, leaning casually back against the wall.

      Mithanis nodded. “We’ll make it appear as an accident. Mother, you’ll write a long and flowery condolence note thanking King Aethain for his niece’s heroism in protecting you from another assassination attempt. She’s already been hurt here once. It won’t look odd for it to happen again.”

      The queen nodded tightly. “That can be arranged.”

      “What about the Wolves?” Azrilan asked. “We can’t trust them, not after this.”

      “We’ll disband them, send them fleeing back to the gutters they came from.” Sarana waved a dismissive hand.

      Talyn stiffened, hands flexing as if to work at her ropes.

      “This is my protection wing we’re talking about.” Cuinn aimed for whining rather than outright protest, trying to draw their attention away from Talyn. He risked a brief look in her direction, hoping desperately she didn’t try anything foolish. “You would really leave me unprotected?”

      “Brightwing can assign you some Falcons. At least then you won’t have to worry about daggers in the night.” Mithanis looked at their mother. “It’s what we should have done in the first place.”

      “And what if the Wolves talk?” Azrilan drawled.

      Mithanis considered that while Talyn’s shoulders sagged and Cuinn’s heart plummeted into his stomach.

      “They don’t know anything. Once she’s dead, we’ll tell them the same thing we tell everyone else. That someone tried to kill the queen again and their beloved captain sacrificed herself.” Mithanis shrugged. “They might guess we’re lying, but will have no proof. And besides, they’re human. What are they going to do?”

      It was so casual, how horrifically they underestimated their own people. Cuinn would have laughed if he wasn’t so terrified. The moment his brother killed Talyn, her talons would be on the next ship to Ryathl to tell the king exactly what had happened to his niece, if the two Callanan in the city didn’t beat them to it.

      At which point Aethain Dumnorix would unleash his full fury on Mithranar and its excuse for an army. He shuddered. Mithanis would seal their destruction and not even know he was doing it.

      In that moment, Cuinn considered ending his charade, considered stepping forward and shedding his masks. Thought about arguing against killing her, against disbanding the Wolves, to try and convince them this could be their end.

      But they would overrule him. And then he’d be exposed too. And he couldn’t help Talyn that way. Or Mithranar.

      Shit.

      Azrilan shrugged. “We’ll hold her here until we can organise a decent appearance of an assassination attempt. Shouldn’t take more than a few days. We’ll bribe the usual Patrolmen to loan us some expendable thugs from the Poor Quarter.”

      The constriction in Cuinn’s chest eased fractionally. He had a few days to figure something out, but he’d need to act fast.

      “And if any of the Wolves choose to protest her detention, we’ll have grounds to arrest them too,” Sarana said coolly. She didn’t have to spell out that those Wolves could easily die as well in the fake assassination attempt Mithanis would cook up.

      Mithanis nodded, calmer now that the problem was dealt with to his satisfaction. “Fine. Get her out of here.”

      Talyn didn’t protest as they hustled her out. Her sapphire gaze met his briefly as she passed, conveying nothing but calm. He wondered what truly hid under that exterior. She would be planning already, no doubt, working out how to get herself out of this mess.

      “Cuinn!” Mithanis’s bark brought him back to the present. “You will let us handle this. Am I clear?”

      He rose, performed a mocking bow. “I wouldn’t dream otherwise, Brother.”

      

      Cuinn wasn’t sure how he managed to get out of there without betraying his panic and terror, but finally he made it back to his tower. Tiercelin and his detail were waiting, their undercurrent of panic leaking out at him like needles jabbing painfully into his skin. He gritted his teeth, desperately holding on to his own focus.

      “I’m fine. She’s fine for the moment,” he told Tiercelin in an undertone. “We’ve got a few days. Leave your detail with me and go and make sure the other Wolves are doing nothing. That is a direct order, Talon Stormflight.”

      Tiercelin saluted and leapt into the air.

      Walking through the door to his bedroom, he stopped in surprise to find Ronisin standing in a corner, bayed up by a snarling Jasper. Again, the tawncat’s odd intelligence was notable. While he didn’t like the intrusion of a stranger into his and Cuinn’s territory, he clearly understood Ronisin was an ally, not an enemy.

      “Tirina let you in this time?” Cuinn asked, making a sharp gesture at Jasper. The tawncat reluctantly moved away, allowing Ronisin to straighten up.

      His cheeks coloured. “We’re going to be betrothed. She trusts me.”

      Cuinn had a split-second decision to make. He needed help, and this young Falcon had come to him twice already tonight, risking his position and potentially his life to do so. If Cuinn was going to help Talyn, he couldn’t do it alone. But he couldn’t use the Wolves either.

      “Mithanis sent spies to the Twin Thrones to learn more about Talyn,” he said quietly. “He’s learned that not only is she one of the Dumnorix family, her father was Trystaan Ciantar.”

      Ronisin took a step forward, violet wings rustling, dark eyes suddenly light. “Ciantar! Are you sure? I thought Trystaan was killed with the rest of his family.”

      “There were always rumours he’d escaped. I always assumed they were just that, but…” Cuinn hesitated. “For what it’s worth, yes, I think she might be Trystaan’s daughter.”

      “A Ciantar back in Mithranar,” Ronisin murmured, then turned his gaze to Cuinn. “What are you going to do, Your Highness?”

      Cuinn swallowed. He was about to risk himself, expose part of who he really was to a Falcon he barely knew. The very thought was terrifying. But this wasn’t any Falcon. It was a man who’d spent time under Talyn’s command. And knowing that, the terror faded.

      “Why did you come back here tonight, Ronisin?”

      He didn’t hesitate. “To offer my help. If you’re willing to use it.”

      A thick silence filled the room, then Cuinn decided to trust. “Can you find out where they’re holding her?”

      A startled look crossed Ronisin’s face, and his mouth dropped open. Cuinn didn’t blame him—it must have been the last thing he expected the prince of song to say. And even then, he’d still come.

      “Ronisin!”

      He closed his mouth, nodded. “I should be able to. But what then? The moment she escapes, the Falcon will impound all the ships in the harbour. She won’t be able to get out of Mithranar that way.”

      No, but… that lingering tease of an idea before. It would be a risk; he’d basically be transferring Talyn from one danger to another. But it was an opportunity they’d been looking for, one that might not come along again. And there was also… yes! Cuinn’s head came up—Talyn’s Callanan friends were still in the city.

      “What?” Ronisin read the look on his face.

      “I just need you to find out where she’s being held. I’ll take it from there.”

      Ronisin licked his lips, hesitated, firmed his shoulders. “I might… I might be able to do more than that, Your Highness.”

      He shook his head. “I can’t have you risk your life for this. You know what will happen to you if you’re caught.”

      “I do.”

      “Then why would you even think about doing more?” Cuinn frowned.

      “Tirin Goldfeather and I grew up together, Your Highness. We’ve been best friends since we were babies.” Dark eyes met Cuinn’s. “He’s told me about you coming to the council meetings, the things you’ve been saying. Tirina has told me a lot too. And Captain Dynan, well... if she is a Ciantar… it might be treason to say this, but she’s broken no laws. She doesn’t deserve to die. And she is going to die, isn’t she?”

      Cuinn nodded. “They’ll make it look like an accident. But yes.”

      Ronisin took a deep breath, fear warring with resolve on his face. “Perhaps neither of you will ever get anywhere, with what you’re trying to do here. But I’d like to help you try.”

      “What exactly are you proposing?”

      “I can find out where she is and I can arrange it so that she can get out. But I won’t be able to do much else. You’d have to find a way to get her out of Mithranar.”

      “Can you get her to the bottom of the wall? Where the waterfall cascades into the Rush. The eastern bank?”

      A quick nod.

      Cuinn hesitated, but even knowing the danger this would place Ronisin in, he couldn’t afford to hesitate. “Then do it. Someone will be waiting there to collect her.”

      “Your Highness.” Ronisin bowed then, the same bow Tiercelin had been giving him since the day they’d returned from Calumnia. Cuinn’s heart clenched with mingled terror and warmth.

      “I will not forget this, Ronisin Nightdrift,” he said, then his voice took on an edge, infused with magic. “And if you betray us, Jasper won’t forget it either.”

      Ronisin swallowed, glancing at the tawncat. Then something seemed to occur to him and he looked back at Cuinn, wings flaring. “Actually, any chance I can borrow Jasper?”
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      “This isn’t good.”

      “That’s helpful, thank you,” Talyn snarled aloud at her partner as she continued to pace. Prisoner! The stupid feathered bastards were holding her prisoner. And of course they couldn’t manage a proper prison cell. No, instead they’d put her in a ridiculously plush room near the top of some tower on the southwestern edge of the palace. Although the two square windows were barred. Curious. It was the first time she’d seen bars anywhere in the citadel.

      At least they’d untied her wrists.

      A faint noise in the hall outside had her spinning, hands reaching uselessly for where her daggers were normally sheathed at her back. Those feathered morons calling themselves Falcons had relieved her of Sari’s weapons before locking her in. But the door remained closed, and she breathed out, trying to force herself to relax and think.

      “Do you think they were right? About you being part of this Ciantar family?”

      She halted her pacing. “Maybe. Da was hiding something from me, something that terrified him. If it was this, then no wonder he was so afraid of me being here.” Talyn hesitated. “And… it fits, Sari. The reaction Da had when I mentioned the Shadowhawk. And Cuinn said the Ciantar family were executed because of links to the old Shadowhawk.”

      “I don’t like any of this.”

      Talyn brushed that aside. “Do you think Mithanis was right, that the First Blade knew who my father was?”

      Sari was silent a moment as she mulled that over. “It’s possible. But she would never have knowingly sent you deliberately into such danger here—and if she knew who your father was then that’s exactly what she was doing—without the approval of your uncle.” She paused. “You need to get out, Tal, and soon. You and I both know Mithanis will make good on his threat to kill you.”

      “Another superbly useful comment, thank you.” Talyn took a breath. “Sorry. I’m a little angry.”

      Angry wasn’t the word for it. Furious was better, but it still didn’t encapsulate the blinding heat of what she felt. She’d never been held prisoner before. She didn’t like it. At all.

      “Forgiven. So, how are we going to get you out?”

      Fighting her way out was one option—there was a good chance of success, but then she’d never be able to return to Mithranar, even if she could get offshore once she’d escaped. And if she left permanently, she would be leaving Cuinn unprotected. Leaving her Wolves behind forever. Not to mention leaving Vengeance to keep wreaking havoc on behalf of Montagn. No, she needed to get away cleanly and buy herself time to strategise a way out of this mess.

      “Cuinn will be fine. He has your Wolves. They’ll be fine too. It’s time to think about yourself, Tal.”

      The Wolves.

      Panic flooded her. “What if they try something to get me out? Mithanis will kill them, all of them.”

      Theac wasn’t here. And Zamaril would be furious, Halun too, and she wasn’t sure that Corrin or Tiercelin could or would try and stop them from doing anything. Andres maybe. But if even one of them tried to act on her behalf it would be the excuse Mithanis needed to have them all executed along with her.

      “Talyn—”

      Her breath came in short gasps and she fought to calm herself. Panic set off sparks throughout her muscles. Her heart raced and sweat slicked her palms. She dropped into a chair, hunching over, trying to gain control. If anything happened to the Wolves because of her… the panic descended again and it took several moments to fight it off.

      “They wouldn’t risk it, Talyn.” Sari was trying to calm her, but didn’t sound like she believed what she was saying. “But either way, you need to get moving, before they have the opportunity to do anything. Dawn isn’t far off, and daylight will make escape a lot more difficult.”

      “I know that!” she snapped. “But I can’t just fight my way out. I need a better idea.”

      A wave of disagreement from Sari, but then a little sigh. “What then? You can’t go through barred windows without using your Callanan magic—though I’m not sure even that would work, it’s a shield, not an offensive force. Plus it would bring every Falcon in the area running.”

      “The front door then.”

      “Sure.” Sari was trying and failing not to sound exasperated. “You could politely ask the Falcons out there to let you go so you don’t have to kill them? And then what? Where would you go?”

      She opened her mouth to reply, but was cut off by a loud, blood-curdling snarl tearing through the night. The echoes of it hovered in the silence that followed, then another snarl ripped through the air again, closer this time.

      There was a shout of fear from one of the Falcons outside the door, then the sound of booted footsteps and steel ringing.

      “Was that Jasper?” Sari sounded thrilled.

      “I think—”

      The door to her room swung open, and Talyn stiffened at the sight of Darian Strongswoop standing there, hand on the hilt of his sword. He flicked a grim glance around the room. “You’ve got about two minutes before the guards are back. Go left out the door, take the first left after that and head all the way down the stairs to the bottom. It’s a servant’s stairwell so you shouldn’t be seen.” He spoke crisp and fast. “Someone will be waiting there to get you out of the palace.”

      She stared at him. “What are you doing?”

      Impatience flickered on his face. “Isn’t it obvious? I’m not willing to stick my neck out any further for you, Dynan, so if you don’t walk out right now I’m leaving and won’t be back.”

      It could be a trap. It probably was a trap—maybe if they killed her trying to escape Mithanis could claim it was accidental. Strongswoop had never liked her.

      Another tawncat snarl ripped out, this one further away. Definitely Jasper.

      Talyn didn’t hesitate further. She ran past Strongswoop out the door, turned left, then turned left again. She kept her tread light even as she sprinted down the stairs he’d promised would be there, not running into anyone on the way. At the bottom, in the darkness between a pair of lamps, waited Ronisin Nightdrift, violet wings and dark hair looking black in the shadows.

      He passed her a cloak and a bundle—her daggers. “Good to see you, Captain.”

      “The Wolves?” she asked, trying to keep the terror from her voice.

      “Prince Cuinn ordered them to stand down.” Ronisin’s voice was calm, but his gaze darted all over the place. “He told them to stay in the barracks and do nothing to help you. We should go.”

      Relief flooded her so powerfully she had to pause for a moment and take a deep, shuddering breath. Once it passed, she was free to focus on Ronisin. “Why are you doing this?” she asked, shrugging the cloak on and pulling the hood well down over her head.

      “No time for explanations. Let’s just say I wanted to help.”

      She strapped the daggers on as they ran, instantly feeling better as their weight settled at the small of her back.

      Ronisin led her through deserted areas of the palace and then down into the bowels where few winged folk ever went. Eventually he came to a halt at the end of a walkway that looked out over a hillside towards the top of the wall. The waterfall cascaded nearby, but they were well below the Falcon guards on the bridge and out of their direct line of sight.

      “Time to fly.” Ronisin looked at her. “You trust me, Captain?”

      “Why is he helping you? He’s a Falcon.” Sari was wary.

      “He’s a Falcon I like,” she said, then nodded at the young man. “One I trust.”

      Violet wings spreading wide, Ronisin stepped behind her and wrapped both arms around her waist. Then he leaned forward off the end of the walkway and dropped down, wings spread wide. Her stomach plummeted at the same time a sharp thrill went through her.

      “I have to stay close to the treeline in case anyone is out flying nearby,” he murmured in her ear.

      He swooped down low towards the wall, his breath growing heavier as he navigated while carrying her entire weight. She kept as still as she could, trying to reduce the burden on him.

      They swung in close by the northern side of the waterfall, cold spray dousing them, and then he was swooping over the top of the wall and dropping quickly to the eastern banks of the Rush. The moment they landed, hard, on the ground, he let go and stepped away.

      “I should get back, show my face before they realise you’re missing.” He glanced around. “Or before anyone sees me down here.”

      “Ronisin, I don’t know what to say.” She truly didn’t. What he’d just risked for her… what he and Strongswoop had both just risked. They’d be killed if Mithanis found out what they’d done.

      “A better Mithranar, Captain.” He smiled, then saluted sharply and leapt into the air.

      Once he was gone, she glanced around. It had to be near dawn, but there were still a few people out and about. Hidden in the shadow cast by the wall and the spray of the waterfall, it didn’t look like anyone had seen Ronisin drop out of the sky with her.

      Now what?

      Sari shivered inside her mind, but before she could offer her opinion, a small group of people stepped out of a nearby alley and came towards her. Talyn’s eyes went straight to Cuinn, cloaked and hooded in his Shadowhawk guise. Relief and alarm fought within her at the sight of him. “What are you doing?” she demanded.

      “Helping you,” he observed. “You’re welcome.”

      “Tal?” One of the others stepped forward, pushing back her cloak to reveal Leviana’s concerned face. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine.” She accepted the hug, then smiled reassuringly at Cynia. Both Callanan were dressed simply, in attire that fit with their claim to be visiting merchants. No doubt there were several knives secreted around Leviana’s body. Cynia wasn’t carrying any obvious weapons, but when her bow wasn’t accessible she was almost as good as her partner with a knife. “He brought you here?”

      Cynia nodded. “And filled us in on what’s happened.”

      Talyn looked at the fourth member of the group, a coldly-serious woman about her own age with black hair and brown skin. “Who are you?”

      “The person who’s going to get you out of the city,” Cuinn said. “She’s done it before for me, many times. You’re in good hands. Saniya, this is Talyn Dynan.”

      Talyn’s gaze shot to Cuinn’s. He returned the look, a light glimmering there.

      She turned back to Saniya, eying her up and down, noting Saniya was doing exactly the same thing to her. Talyn gave her a little nod of acknowledgement, then turned her attention back to Cuinn. “You shouldn’t be out here doing this.”

      “How else were you going to get out of the city?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “There’s no time for chatter,” Saniya interjected. “Lingering is foolish. Shadowhawk, you need to go.”

      “Right.” Cuinn nodded, then stepped towards Talyn, awkwardly drawing her into a hug as if to say farewell. His mouth hovered near her ear as he murmured. “Here’s your opportunity to get at Vengeance. I’ve said nothing to her about your friends apart from their names. Good luck, Captain.”

      She huffed, then turned her head into his neck, murmuring, “You’re a genius.”

      He stilled. “Only if you survive. Please do that.”

      She hesitated, pulling back slightly. Leviana and Cynia were already following Saniya away into the nearest alley. She shifted back, wrapping her arms around Cuinn’s neck, turning the pretend hug into a real one. “Thank you,” she whispered against his warm skin, having to fight back the tears suddenly welling in her eyes. “Thank you for holding the Wolves back.”

      His arms closed around her, clutching her to him as if she were suddenly the only thing holding him upright. “I’d do anything for you, Talyn,” he breathed. “Please be safe.”

      She nodded, closing her eyes and allowing herself to stay in his embrace for another couple of heartbeats before loosening her arms and stepping away. “Bye, Cuinn.”

      Whirling, she ran after her friends, not looking back.

      

      They moved at a swift walk for over a quarter-turn. After three abrupt turns and a circled block it became clear Saniya was ensuring they weren’t being tracked. Talyn followed without complaint—glad for the time to plan what to do next, not to mention figure out how to let Leviana and Cynia in on what Cuinn had orchestrated.

      If they were right about Saniya’s group being Vengeance, then he’d sent Talyn and two Callanan straight into the open arms of the group under a flawless pretence. The Shadowhawk had used Saniya’s help getting people out of Dock City multiple times before, and the beauty of this plan was that Talyn genuinely needed to escape.

      The courage that had taken… to essentially help her escape one danger and send her into another. Because he’d known this was what she would want. Known it was the opportunity she needed.

      Not that there weren’t risks. If Saniya was Vengeance, then she now knew the Shadowhawk wasn’t dead. And even though this was something that he’d used her group to assist with many times before, Saniya might wonder why he’d reached out now, after months of absence.

      Still, it was the best access they were ever likely to get.

      Another four blocks deeper into the Poor Quarter, and closer to the looming shadow of the wall, Saniya led them into a dark house. Talyn’s hand slid to the hilt of her dagger, only moving away once Saniya lit a lamp—revealing the room was empty.

      “What’s the deal here?” Saniya’s gaze roved between them before settling on Talyn. “I get why you’re on the run—I’m surprised it took this long for the prince of night to decide you were more trouble than you’re worth. Who are the other two?”

      “If you’ve heard about me, I assume you know that I’m from the Twin Thrones?” If Saniya was Vengeance, she probably knew a lot more about Talyn than that. “Levs and Cynia are here visiting me from Ryathl, we’re old friends.” She took a frustrated breath, all for show. “It seems like Mithanis has had spies digging into me and my past.”

      Saniya turned her flat gaze on the Callanan. “You’re merchants, I heard?”

      “That’s right,” Cynia said. “It’s part of the reason we came to visit Tal. Leviana’s family business is looking to expand north.”

      “And why don’t either of you look terrified at the prospect of being hunted down by the Falcons?”

      Leviana laughed, joining Talyn’s act without missing a beat. “If you had any idea the trouble Talyn has gotten us in before, you wouldn’t ask that. Shall I tell you how we first met? Cynia and I were running one of my father’s trade caravans across the Ayrlemyre mountains when Tal’s Callanan group intercepted us, saying they’d heard brigands were looking to ambush us. Rather than turn around, she wanted us to act as bait so the Callanan could ambush them in turn. When we—”

      “Enough.” Saniya waved an impatient hand.

      “What about you?” Cynia asked mildly. “How do we know we’re not being led into a trap? You’ll understand that some masked criminal showing up in our room a full-turn ago and telling us we might be in danger and that we needed to run has left us a little wary.”

      While Cynia held Saniya’s attention, Talyn’s fingers flickered briefly at her side, using basic Callanan code, knowing Leviana would be looking out for it.

      “The Shadowhawk trusts me,” Saniya said sharply. “So should you.”

      “No, he doesn’t,” Talyn said. There was a fine line to walk here. Saniya might start asking questions if Talyn capitulated too easily, but she couldn’t challenge too hard either. “He doesn’t trust anyone. He’s not that stupid.”

      “I’m not sure that we trust the Shadowhawk. Merchants don’t usually deal with criminals,” Leviana said dubiously. Her fingers were flicking now too, this time for Cynia. The same code Talyn had communicated.

      Have a plan. Pretend to trust.

      “He asked me to help you, and he pays us well for our help,” Saniya said flatly. “So either take it or leave it. In five seconds I’m walking out and never coming back.”

      Talyn shrugged. “I’m game.”

      Saniya gave her a long, considering look before turning abruptly and walking through to another room in the house. Surprise rippled through Talyn—she’d assumed this was a temporary location Saniya had used to test them before taking them to the real safehouse.

      Instead they followed her through to a narrow back room. There, Saniya kicked aside a dirty rug, revealing a trapdoor in the floor beneath. Without a word, she reached down to open the trapdoor before standing aside and settling a challenging look on Talyn.

      Talyn grinned.

      And swung herself down onto the ladder.

      For the moment she judged they were relatively safe. Saniya wasn’t going to jump all three of them by herself. And if there was an ambush along the way, she was fairly confident she and two Callanan could handle it. Vengeance had no clue yet what Leviana and Cynia were—another clever move by Cuinn. Send her in with backup.

      And there still remained the outside chance Saniya’s network wasn’t Vengeance. In which case their help would give Talyn the time she needed to work her way out of the mess she was in.

      It was a long climb downwards, the complete darkness closing in like a tomb around them. Saniya came last, her lamp casting a faint light that didn’t quite reach Talyn. Eventually her boots hit soft dirt and she stepped aside to make room for the others. Her right hand reached back to draw a dagger.

      Just in case.

      “You’re in a good mood.”

      “I’m surrounded by danger.”

      A wistful sigh. “I miss those times.”

      A sudden, sharp ache ripped through her chest, gone as quickly as it had come, allowing her to breathe again. “Me too, Sari.”

      “Where does this lead?” Leviana was next down. She stepped close to Talyn, hands hovering close to where her knives must be hidden. Talyn had seen how fast Leviana could throw from that position, and she doubted there would be time to shout a warning before a blade lodged in her target’s chest. Or before the second one landed. Maybe the third. Inwardly she grinned.

      Saniya finally reached the bottom, hefting the lantern so they got a clear glimpse of her expressionless face as she answered Leviana. “You’ll see.”

      “There better not be rats down here,” Cynia grumbled. Leviana tossed a grin at her partner. Cynia’s fingers flickered—acknowledgement of Talyn’s message.

      Talyn smiled. Now all three of them were playing the game.

      “Not on this side there isn’t.” With that cryptic comment, Saniya led the way off down the narrow tunnel, lamp held high. She walked with fast, loose strides, and Talyn frowned. That agility was warrior-trained. This woman could fight. A swordswoman, if she judged correctly.

      Sari spoke up. “I feel like Cynia and Leviana are right to be worried.”

      “I think the chances that this isn’t Vengeance are decreasing,” Talyn agreed.

      “Out of the frying pan and into the fire, as they say.” Sari said it with so much satisfaction, Talyn couldn’t help but chuckle.

      Leviana glanced back at her. “I see the old Talyn is making a reappearance. The one that enjoyed laughing in the face of dubious odds and reckless danger.”

      “I don’t know if that’s a good thing or a bad thing,” Cynia heaved a sigh. “Next time you invite us to visit this miserably hot country, I’m going to politely decline. I was expecting warm ocean and sandy beaches, not being on the run from pretty winged men carrying swords.”

      “I’m not ‘the old Talyn’ anymore,” Talyn said wistfully. “But there are bits of her still there inside me.”

      “Good,” Leviana’s voice drifted in the darkness. “Because I wouldn’t want you to get too boring.”

      Saniya abruptly stopped ahead of them. “Would you like me to give the three of you some time to have your little heart-to-heart? Maybe find some comfy chairs for you, a pot of tea? Or can we keep walking and quit the chit chat?”

      Leviana made a face as they increased their pace. “Where did you dig up this sourpuss, Tal?”

      “The Shadowhawk did,” she said lightly. “And he’s a criminal. So let’s not judge him too harshly on his associates.”

      “We don’t usually make a habit of dealing with criminals or their associates. Even ones with cool names,” Cynia said gloomily.

      More banter. More chuckles. Each line designed to lull Saniya, to reinforce to her that Talyn and her friends had no idea what they were walking into.

      Oh, this was fun!

      

      They walked steadily downwards for a long way, so long that Talyn grew increasingly suspicious. Almost a half-turn had passed. Where could they be going? She’d lost all sense of direction in the dark. Maybe Saniya’s people had a hiding place under the bay—that could explain why the Shadowhawk had never been able to find their base of operations.

      At one point, Cynia started shooting Talyn questioning looks, silently offering her view that they should consider turning back. Each time she did, Leviana shook her head, firmly siding with Talyn.

      Saniya didn’t say a word.

      And then the tunnel floor levelled before starting to head upwards. On they went for another quarter-turn and then they abruptly reached a dirt wall and the end of the tunnel. A ladder was wedged into the floor, illuminated by Saniya’s lantern. And far above them, another trapdoor.

      This time Saniya went up first. At the top, she rapped a coded knock into the wood. A moment later, it was opened from the outside. A faint thud drifted down from where the door landed.

      Saniya scrambled up the ladder then turned to peer down at them. “You coming?”

      Leviana went first, and Talyn didn’t even try to stop Cynia following after her partner, so she went last. At the top, she scrambled quickly away from the ladder and followed the others out the door of a small hut, one hand on her dagger and ready to draw. She was so focused on being ready for any ambush that it took her a moment to realise where they were.

      “Whoa…”

      Thick forest surrounded them on all sides, the air even soupier than in Dock City and edged with the sweet scent of izerdia sap. Underfoot was rich, dark earth scattered with fallen leaves.

      “Six thrices!” she swore aloud. “We’re behind the flea-shitting wall.”

      “I guess that explains why Cuinn could never find out where their hideout was.”

      Saniya looked far too satisfied with Talyn’s shock for her comfort. “You’re at our compound, so you’re safe enough as long as you stay inside the walls. There will be other rules, too.”

      Talyn levelled a look at her. “It’s not like you’re going to let us waltz back out now we’ve seen your secret hideout, so why don’t you explain the rules and tell us what to do next.”

      Saniya smiled. It held no warmth. “I heard you were no fool. Come on through, Talyn Dynan, and I’ll do just that.”
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      As soon as Talyn and her friends were out of sight, Cuinn shed his Shadowhawk persona and soared back up to the citadel. The sight of a large group of flying figures—Falcons—winging their way down towards the docks had him dropping out of sky and into the shadows of the treetops to avoid being seen.

      Anxiety squeezed his chest. They knew she was gone. And as expected, Ravinire was sending Falcons down to impound the docks until she was found.

      Night was creeping towards morning now, and weariness tugged at his body. Yet he was filled with an odd kind of elation too. She was out. She was with Vengeance, and she had friends to help her.

      He moved as soon as the skies were clear, approaching his tower and making sure he was alone before wrapping himself in the remaining darkness of the night. He didn’t want anyone seeing Prince Cuinn return to his tower at this hour and start asking questions about where he’d been.

      Anticipating this, Tiercelin had removed the two usual Wolf guards from his front door, and Cuinn was able to slip quickly inside where the talon waited for him, anxiety emanating from him in a wave. He’d clearly been pacing, and his black curls were rumpled, like he’d been running his hands through his hair over and over.

      “She’s out,” Cuinn murmured, releasing his hold on the shadows and ignoring the flood of weariness that spread through him as he did.

      Surprise and relief flared in the healer’s grey eyes. “Where?”

      “I asked Saniya for help, like I do whenever I need to get someone out of Dock City.”

      Tiercelin’s mouth dropped open, the relief vanishing from his face. “You handed her over to the group she thinks is Vengeance?”

      “It was the best option I could think of. Ravinire has already impounded the docks, and the City Patrol will be searching all the quarters at first light. Saniya has the ability to get Talyn clear and she has no idea that Talyn knows who she is. Plus I sent her two Callanan friends with her.”

      “I…” Tiercelin shook his head, none of the worry fading from his face. “A plan Captain Dynan would be delighted by.”

      “I need you to go to the barracks and tell the other talons that she’s out. Make sure they know that drill needs to happen as usual this morning. The wall run, everything. Disciplined behaviour. No shows of temper,” Cuinn said. “Clear?”

      Tiercelin hesitated. “Prince Cuinn… they will want to know why Mithanis arrested her. Mithanis found out, didn’t he?”

      Cuinn went still. “Found out what?”

      “That she’s a Ciantar.”

      It took a moment to realise what Tiercelin was saying, and then fury swept through Cuinn. “You knew?”

      Tiercelin flinched. “I guessed. I’ve been doing my best to keep it hidden. I thought it would be safest if I didn’t say anything to anyone.”

      “Why didn’t you warn her?” Cuinn was barely able to stop himself from roaring the words at his talon.

      “Because she would have ignored my warning,” Tiercelin said helplessly. “You know what she’s like. Any danger to herself she disregards like it’s nothing. And she’s always said she’d never stay here forever, so I was hoping nobody would guess in the meantime.”

      “Well, somebody has. And they told Mithanis.” Cuinn shook his head. Yelling at Tiercelin wasn’t helping matters, and besides, he was right. Even so, his words were sharp with remaining anger when he spoke. “Get out of here. Make sure the Wolves are under control.”

      “Your Highness.” Tiercelin bowed and left.

      Alone in the silent darkness of his room, Cuinn’s sluggish brain tried to figure out what to do next. First he had to work out what Mithanis planned to do about the Wolves now that Talyn had escaped. It should be clear that none of them had had anything to do with it if the talons were able to keep them under control.

      But did Mithanis still intend to disband them? He might just decide to arrest them all anyway if he was angry enough about Talyn’s escape. If he did, Cuinn would have to intervene somehow.

      He couldn’t go to Mithanis now, though, not when dawn hadn’t even broken yet. It would be completely out of character. Besides, if he looked in any way desperate, his brother would seek to leverage that.

      No. He needed to get some sleep, regain his energy. Then once morning came he could pay a visit to the prince of night.

      Jasper let out an angry snarl when Cuinn dragged himself up to his bedroom, and didn’t come over to have his head stroked, clearly upset Cuinn had left him behind to go to Dock City.

      Sighing, he went to kneel by the tawncat, running a hand over his soft fur. “You were a massive help, you know? She wouldn’t have got out without you.”

      After a moment, Jasper butted his head into Cuinn’s hand in apparent forgiveness. Smiling, Cuinn rose and flopped face-first on the bed.

      Time to rest. He was going to need it.

      

      He managed just over a full-turn of sleep before a loud thumping at his tower door dragged him back to wakefulness. Jasper was a heavy weight on his legs, though his green eyes were blinking awake too, wariness gleaming in their depths.

      The Wolf guards on his front door had already taken the message from Willir by the time Cuinn dressed and summoned a hint of glamour to hide the shadows under his eyes.

      Ehdra waited below with the message. “Good morning, Your Highness.”

      “Thanks, Ehdra.” Cuinn took the sealed note and ripped it open. Jasper busied himself weaving between his ankles while maintaining a warning glare in Ehdra’s direction.

      Mithanis wanted to see him.

      Good. It meant he didn’t have to manufacture a reason to go and see his brother. “You’re in Corrin’s detail, yes?” he asked as if he didn’t already know.

      “Yes, sir. Talon Dariel is just outside.”

      “Jasper, stay,” Cuinn told the tawncat, adding, “And don’t eat any of my Wolves.”

      Outside it was sunny, but grey clouds lined the southern horizon. The humidity was particularly oppressive too, like it always was before the rains broke. Corrin waited on the bridge, looking so serious that it added years to his youthful face.

      “What is it?” Cuinn asked.

      Corrin bowed. Hesitated. He was anxious, guilty, afraid, and a whole host of other things. It took everything Cuinn had not to shake him. Instead he forced himself to wait patiently for whatever Corrin had to say. “Without Theac here, I don’t think the talons can hold the Wolves back,” he said quietly.

      Shit. Corrin’s anxiousness began tugging in his gut now. Even if he sent a message to Theac, the man wouldn’t get it until his and Errana’s ship docked in Darmour. And then he’d have to get back. That would take days.

      “What is it you’re afraid they’re going to do?” He’d hoped news she’d escaped might have calmed them.

      “They want to help her, find where she is. Halun is talking about using his dock contacts to find a ship willing to smuggle her away and Zamaril says he can find her if he spends a few turns in the Poor Quarter. Tiercelin thinks he can convince some Falcons on the docks to turn a blind eye if Halun succeeds. Other Wolves are just angry, unsettled. I’m afraid they might start a fight with Falcons or do something equally dangerous.”

      The young talon’s analysis was impressive, showing an instinctive understanding of his command that Cuinn had thought only Talyn and Theac possessed. But it also opened up a sinking pit in his stomach, one which he refused to let swallow him.

      “Mithanis has demanded to see me. I can’t afford to keep him waiting. Let me go and deal with that, then I’ll come and talk to the Wolves,” Cuinn said, keeping his voice calm despite his anxiousness. “Take the human Wolves in your detail and go back to the barracks. You need to hold them until then. All right?”

      The Wolf’s shoulders straightened. “I’ll do everything I can, Your Highness. She told me that to be a leader I had to put you and my command first. No matter how terrified I am for her, how much I just want to... So I’ll do it, whatever it takes.”

      Cuinn smiled. He couldn’t help it. “You’re doing the right thing, Corrin. And I’ll be there soon. I’m your prince. I’ll take care of it, I promise you.”

      Light flashed in Corrin’s eyes and he saluted and walked away, emotions lighter than they had been when he arrived. Cuinn took a steadying breath, summoned Roalin and Nirini with a gesture, and leapt into the sky, determination settling into his bones.

      I am their prince. I will take care of this.

      

      The prince of night was predictably furious as he paced the lounge of his personal quarters. No Azrilan present. No Ravinire or their mother either. Cuinn wasn’t sure whether that was a good or a bad thing.

      “She’s gone,” Mithanis snarled at him.

      “I gathered from the rage my song magic is currently being seared by,” Cuinn said dryly. Mithanis wasn’t even trying to hold it in. “How did she get out?”

      “The guards on the door were distracted by a tawncat.” Danger filled the room, prickling down his spine and shivering over his skin, as Mithanis stepped up to Cuinn. “Yours.”

      Cuinn was tired from the long night. Anxious and afraid too. Juggling so many balls he wasn’t sure how much longer he could keep them all afloat.

      But he’d been tired and anxious before, and always, always his magic had held steady. He knew how to push past that tiredness. And so he did it now, and for the first time ever, used his magic against Mithanis… not to hide from him or appear non-threatening, but to manipulate his brother into following the course of action Cuinn wanted. It was dangerous, but heady at the same time.

      “Jasper slept at the foot of my bed last night, as he does every night.” Cuinn threaded those words with truth, transparency. “I have to keep him in or he tends to attack my Wolf guards, or anyone else that happens to wander by.”

      “Then what was a tawncat doing prowling around here last night and coincidentally distracting the guards watching Dynan’s door?”

      “One got up here before, remember?” Cuinn said pointedly. “Twice, in fact. Do we have any missing nobles this morning? Maybe it’s lucky you had guards on that door to hear the tawncat and chase it off before someone else had their intestines ripped out.” This time he threaded belief in the words, making them sound like the most logical and sensible thing Mithanis had ever heard.

      The prince of night’s magic was strong, but he was too volatile to use it with finesse or subtlety. And he didn’t notice now as Cuinn worked on him with every inch of skill he possessed. Some of the rigidity in Mithanis’ shoulders softened and he stepped away, huffing out an angry breath.

      “I fear having her loose, Brother. With Montagn breathing down our necks…”

      Cuinn frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Nothing. Az has been working hard on our behalf with our uncle’s family, we should be fine. But we’ve heard reports of their troop build-ups, and now the Twin Thrones have a spy amongst us.” Mithanis appeared genuinely troubled. “We are such a small country, Cuinn.”

      “And your pretty WingGuard don’t exactly strike fear into anyone, do they?” Cuinn remarked.

      Surprisingly, Mithanis didn’t tense at that. Instead, he nodded. “If any of your Wolves hear anything about where she has gone, you will tell me at once.”

      “Mithanis.” Cuinn gentled his voice and stepped closer, threading sincerity into his words. “I told you I wanted to help more, and I meant it. I’m your brother. Of course I will tell you anything I hear.”

      Mithanis relaxed further. “At least if they’re up here we can keep a closer eye on them. And once we catch her, maybe it would be best to arrest them all too.”

      Cuinn’s mind turned over furiously. If Mithanis was contemplating arresting the Wolves, then it wouldn’t be long before he thought executing them was the safest thing. All he would need was the tiniest excuse…

      And then he had it. The perfect solution.

      “Are you daydreaming?” Mithanis asked eventually. He sounded tired, annoyed, rather than angry. Cuinn’s magic was working, making Mithanis believe his brother actually wanted to help for once. He fought back that triumph before Mithanis’s song magic could sense it.

      “No, I just had an idea.” He let excitement tinge his voice. “I’ll take a trip to Sparrow Island, just for a couple of days—the rains are about to break, so it will be good to have a change of scenery. I’ll insist all my Wolves come. They won’t be able to do anything to trouble you while stuck on the island. It will give you time to find her. And I can relax and enjoy myself without your angry presence marching about all over the place.”

      Plus, this way none of the Wolves would have a chance to go organising smugglers or tracking down Talyn or convincing Falcons to look away as she escaped and risking all their lives in the process.

      Mithanis paused in his pacing. “That’s actually not a terrible idea.”

      Cuinn beamed.

      “Just a few days, mind. We should have her back by then and I don’t want you disappearing on us again.” Threat laced Mithanis’s words, enough that Cuinn didn’t have to fake his shiver.

      “Not a problem.” Cuinn managed a smile. “I’ll bring Irial and Annae, and a few other friends. Some Falcons too, if that makes you feel better.” The addition of Irial should relax Mithanis even more—Irial would report everything Cuinn did back to him.

      Mithanis nodded. “Fine. Get out of here.”

      Cuinn bowed his head—filling it with the deference his brother craved—and left, Nirini and Roalin close behind him. As soon as they walked out into open air, he spread his wings and leapt into the sky.

      He wanted to scream. To shout. To roar his triumph into the air.

      He’d just faced down Mithanis, used magic against him instead of to hide from him, and succeeded.

      Such a minor thing.

      But it felt so good.

      

      It felt like several days had passed, but it was still barely past dawn when Cuinn landed in the Wolves’ drill yard. Those not on shift had just returned from the wall run and Corrin’s voice rang through the morning, sharper and louder than usual.

      Zamaril stood to the side, arms crossed. Halun was equally silent. Tiercelin and Andres kept glancing between Corrin and the other two, as if unsure which side they were on. Gathered all together, the anger and restlessness Corrin had described in the wing was a palpable presence to Cuinn’s song magic. For a moment it had him angry, ready to hit someone, and then he took a deep breath, separating their emotions from his.

      Focus.

      All turned at Cuinn’s arrival. He didn’t bother with niceties or small talk. Neither was going to reach these men and women.

      “I’m leaving for Sparrow Island this morning.” He kept his voice a lazy drawl, exactly what they expected of him. “And given what happened on my previous trip there, I’ll be taking the full wing with me. Every single one of you.” He paused to let that sink in. “Be ready by midday down at the docks. A boat will be waiting for the human Wolves. Winged Wolves will fly with me. Go to it.”

      Corrin and Andres began issuing instructions to their details. Halun and Tiercelin followed suit, though the big man was clearly reluctant and kept shooting unhappy glances at Cuinn.

      At the sight of Zamaril standing with his arms crossed, surly expression in place, Cuinn had had enough.

      “You!” he snapped, striding over and gesturing for the thief to follow. “Halun, you too.”

      At least they followed, Halun silent as always, Zamaril looking even more surly. “Your Highness?” he asked.

      “She was damned right to demote you, Zamaril,” Cuinn said coldly. “What exactly is it you both think you’re doing? You really think you’re helping her with this attitude? You think it will help her to get all your comrades killed? Because my brother is already contemplating it!”

      Halun froze. The thief opened his mouth, faltered. Looked away.

      “Trust me to take care of this or not, but you need to think about the consequences of your actions, because neither of you are fools,” Cuinn continued. “You will be on that boat at midday. If you’re not, I will kick you out of the Wolves. Am I clear?”

      Halun’s shoulders straightened and he saluted. “I was wrong. I apologise, Your Highness.”

      Zamaril’s jaw clenched but he nodded. “I’m sorry too.”

      “So you should be. Get out of my sight.”

      Cuinn let out a breath as they walked away, hoping he’d done enough. His gaze fell on Corrin, managing the more reluctant Wolves with a steadfast patience that had the tight ball of anxiety in his chest loosening.

      It was going to be all right. He’d done everything he could.

      He glanced up at the sky—the rain clouds were much closer now—then leapt back into the air. Time to find Irial and Annae and tell them they were coming on a trip to Sparrow Island.

      It was up to Talyn now.

      If she wasn’t back from Vengeance with some sort of plan before they returned from Sparrow Island, he wasn’t sure what they were going to do.
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      Rain streamed in steady rivulets down the windows and tapped noisily against the roof. Talyn stared out into the unending greenery of the forest, thinking. Move now, or be patient and wait Saniya out? She couldn’t decide.

      “I think he was lying, Tal.” Leviana broke the silence, uttering this pronouncement with the gravity of a well thought out conclusion.

      Talyn turned, lifting an eyebrow. Leviana and Cynia were sprawled on two of the hut’s four narrow beds. So far, both had been enduring three unbearably long days of the ‘stay indoors during the rains’ policy of Saniya’s people much more cheerfully than Talyn had.

      All they’d seen so far was greenery and huts and a quick glimpse of a high wooden wall. And other humans, some with slave tattoos. No copper masks and no weapons. No hint of threat.  No training warriors. There had been plenty to hear though, mainly the creatures outside the walls after night fell. Sometimes it sounded like a hundred Jaspers were prowling the darkness. It hadn’t made for sound sleep for any of them.

      Nobody had tried to take Talyn’s weapons away. That was something.

      But there hadn’t been any direct conversation with anyone either. Food had been delivered twice a day by a different person each time. When asked anything, the reply was the same—they weren’t allowed to speak to the new arrivals.

      Cynia glanced at her partner. “Who was lying about what?”

      “Prince Mithanis. Cool nickname, by the way—the prince of night. Love it. Strikes fear at the hearts of all his enemies, no doubt.”

      A patient sigh from Cynia. “You were saying?”

      “Oh, yes. I think he was lying about the First Blade knowing Talyn was a member of this Ciantar family before sending her here.” Leviana sat up. “Think about it. What could your uncle possibly have to gain from putting you in that kind of danger, Talyn? They sent you because of your Callanan background, because they wanted you to investigate the Shadowhawk. You being part of this noble winged family only risks the mission.”

      “It’s a good point.” Cynia glanced at Talyn.

      “It is.” She began pacing. Again. Sitting still indoors was making her itch.

      “So the question becomes…”

      “…why did Mithanis want me to believe it?”

      Both Callanan looked at Talyn oddly. “Everything okay?” Leviana asked.

      “No. In case you hadn’t noticed, we’re stuck hiding out in a forest filled with vicious and bloodthirsty creatures—not to mention our hosts may or may not be a gang that’s been hunting me for months and laying the groundwork for an invasion by Montagn. Yet this is the third day we’ve been here and we’ve learned absolutely nothing.”

      “My question is, how did Mithanis find out any of it?” Cynia ignored Talyn’s rant.

      “Right.” Leviana picked up her partner’s train of thought. “Callanan and Kingshield protect their own. Anyone asking questions about Talyn in Calumnia wouldn’t have learned a thing. She wasn’t raised at court, and never spent much time there. I challenge any regular person on the streets of Ryathl to know her father’s name or even that she’s Dumnorix.”

      Talyn dropped into a chair, rubbing a hand over her forehead. “That’s what’s eating at me. Because you’re absolutely right. The only thing I can come up with is the Armun… they can find out anything on anyone.”

      Both Callanan straightened abruptly. They knew as well as Talyn did the skills possessed by the elite Armun spies. They’d worked with them before on missions.

      “The Armun Council would never spy on a Dumnorix then pass information to a foreign prince,” Leviana said sceptically. “The Shadowlord would be hung if he approved something like that.”

      “But Vengeance has a mercenary Shadow working for them,” Cynia said. “So maybe they have an Armun in their pocket too.”

      “Or their pet Shadow did the spying,” Talyn mused.

      Cuinn had said they might not come directly at her again. That they might use more clever means than that. What if they’d leaked the information on who she was to Mithanis, knowing how he’d react? But how had Vengeance gotten in Mithanis’s ear?

      “He pulls their strings—that’s what your prisoner said.”

      “I still don’t buy that.”

      “I’m unconvinced.” Cynia echoed her thoughts. “If Vengeance truly worked for Mithanis, then why has he waited until now to move against you?”

      Leviana sighed in agreement. “Nor does it make any sense that he’d be helping a criminal gang causing upheaval in a country that he’s planning to be king of.”

      Impatience surged in Talyn. “Anyway, how Mithanis found out isn’t important right now.”

      Leviana nodded. “Because we’ve managed to walk ourselves into the lair of a group you think is Vengeance and so far we’ve learned nothing.”

      “The fact they’re essentially keeping us locked up in this hut is interesting,” Cynia said. “We’re behind the wall—there’s no need to be worried about Patrolmen or Falcons seeing us, yet we’re not allowed to roam the camp.”

      “That could just mean they have solid security practices and don’t let outsiders see how things work here,” Leviana pointed out. “For their own protection.”

      “But if they are Vengeance, why haven’t they killed us already?” Cynia asked. “They want Talyn dead, don’t they?”

      “We need to do something.” Talyn began pacing again, frustration edging her every movement. “I’ve been here too long. We need to confirm our suspicions or otherwise and then work out a way to convince Mithanis and the queen that I’m not here spying on them—”

      “Even though you are,” Leviana cut in.

      “—and let me go back to being Wolf captain.” She glowered at her friend. “I’m not here spying on them. I’m here to investigate and destroy Vengeance and protect Prince Cuinn.”

      “Tal, I don’t understand why you keep focussing on Prince Cuinn’s protection.” Cynia gave her partner a warning glance as Leviana spoke. “You need to work out a way to get out of Mithranar and go home. Why would you risk staying here?”

      “I am the captain of the Wolves, and I’m responsible for Prince Cuinn’s safety.” Talyn huffed an irritated breath as the Callanan exchanged another look. After the less than flattering things she’d told them about Cuinn, she wasn’t going to be able to convince them that was important. So she changed tack. “I can’t destroy Vengeance if I’m not in Mithranar, and that’s our highest priority.”

      “Consider our position,” Cynia said reasonably. “We’re sworn Callanan and you’re a Dumnorix family member. It’s our job to make sure you’re safe.”

      “You’re not Kingshield,” Talyn said irritably. “And I don’t need you to keep me safe. I need you to help me figure this out.”

      That silenced them momentarily, and Talyn continued to pace, mind turning over furiously.

      “Maybe you should tell them who Cuinn is. They might understand then,” Sari suggested.

      “No. If I told them, they’d be obliged to report it to the First Blade. And I don’t…” Talyn halted her pacing. “That’s it!”

      “What’s it?” Cynia asked warily.

      “Mithanis was trying to make me feel betrayed and angry by telling me the Callanan knew all about my parentage… it’s what he does, he lives off the fear of others.” Talyn smiled without warmth. “So I’ll use it against him. I’ll play up the reactions he wants. I’ll tell Mithanis I’m not Kingshield or Callanan anymore and after what they’ve done to me, I’ll happily work for Mithranar instead.”

      “You’ll what now?” Leviana leapt off the bed, just avoiding her partner’s restraining arm. “You’re going to turn traitor?”

      “Of course not.” Talyn waved a hand impatiently. “I’ll just tell him I will. You two will go back to the First Blade and tell her what’s happened and what I’m doing. She can tell me what to feed Mithanis in terms of information.”

      Cynia baulked. “Talyn, this is a little extreme.”

      “The First Blade will not be happy,” Leviana added.

      “She’s the one who’s wanted me spying here all along,” Talyn pointed out.

      “She wanted you spying on the Shadowhawk and Vengeance, not the royal family. Your plan is dangerous, and for no good cause. You’re not Armun.” Leviana grew heated. “You said yourself how powerful this prince of night’s magic is. He’ll know you’re lying the moment you open your mouth, and then he will have you killed.”

      Talyn shook her head. “No. With Cuinn’s help I can make him believe me.”

      “With Cuinn’s help? The spoiled prince who lost his spine somewhere around the age of three?” Leviana demanded. “Not to mention he’s Mithranan too. What makes you think he’d work against his own brother?”

      “You know nothing about him!” Talyn snapped, stung by that accusation, by how far from the truth it truly was.

      Leviana reddened further, but Cynia intervened. “We know what you’ve told us about him.”

      “Yeah, and I haven’t told you everything.” Frustration was making her sharp, and not as controlled as she needed to be. And Cynia was right. They only had her account of Cuinn to go on. The false account that kept him safe. Shit. Talyn took a breath, trying to summon her cool calm.

      “That’s a theme with you ever since Sari died.” Leviana’s anger faded. She looked tired now, and sad. “We’re your friends, and we’ve never wanted anything but to help and support you. But you’ve pushed us away and kept your distance and refused to even admit you had a problem until recently. And now you’re being reckless and putting yourself at risk. What are we supposed to do?”

      “You’re supposed to trust me,” Talyn said quietly.

      Cynia and Leviana shared a look, silently communicating something. After a moment, they nodded slightly, and Cynia spoke. “Look, there’s something else we should talk about. Levs and I have a theory, and we’ve debated whether to even tell you or not, because there’s no proof and it’s more an educated guess than anything, but before you decide to go through with this crazy plan, you should know.”

      Talyn stared at her. She’d never heard so many words come out of the usually brisk and steady Cynia before. “What are you talking about?”

      “Tirigan told us that the arrow that killed Sari was probably from the same archer who killed your father,” Leviana said carefully. “And it got us thinking.”

      “About?” She swallowed, glancing between them. Sari roused in her head, clearly intrigued.

      “Everyone has assumed the two attacks—if linked—were directed at the Dumnorix, you and your mother, specifically,” Cynia said.

      Leviana shifted forward. “But what if we’re looking at it from the wrong perspective? What if you were the link, but not the target?”

      Talyn moved across the room to pick up a chair, then carried it over to place before the beds where her friends sat, using the time to calm her thudding heart. Then she sat, unsure she was going to be able to have this conversation while standing. “Explain.”

      The two Callanan glanced at each other. “Bear with us,” Cynia said.

      “Before Sari died, what were your plans, Tal? Long term, I mean,” Leviana asked.

      Talyn took a breath. She wanted to dismiss this conversation, push it away. Never wanted to talk about Sari or the plans she’d had ever again. But she trusted her friends and so she forced herself to speak. “I wanted to be a Callanan, working with Sari, for as long as my body held up. After that, probably go back to my parents’ farm, or maybe retire in Port Lathilly if that’s where Sari wanted to stay.”

      “And when she died, what happened? You went to Ryathl to join your family. To get their support?” Cynia said.

      “Right.”

      “But rather than staying in Ryathl, staying with the court, you ended up in Mithranar.” Leviana glanced at Cynia, then back at Talyn. “And it’s becoming increasingly clear to us Mithranar is where you plan on staying, at least for now.”

      Talyn hesitated, took a breath, then nodded. “Yes.”

      “So what happened when your father died?” Cynia asked gently.

      “I came back home…” Talyn’s voice trailed off as she started to see where her friends were heading with this.

      “And most people, including us—your closest friends—assumed that you would stay. That you would go back to Ryathl with your mother, both to help her through her grief but also to help hunt your father’s killers. And even though we know it was your mother who was targeted, it’s still the same outcome if she’d died instead of your father. You coming home and staying.”

      “So you think Sari and my father were killed to get me… what? Home? Joining the Dumnorix court?” Talyn asked, tone rich with disbelief.

      “Something like that. I know how it sounds,” Cynia said.

      Leviana shifted forward, brown eyes intense. “Think about it. Instead of going to Ryathl after your father’s death, you came back to Mithranar. And now look what’s happened. Somebody has conveniently told Mithanis who you are, resulting in you getting kicked out of Mithranar and having no choice but to go home.” Leviana threw the words at her, her voice vibrating with conviction.

      Talyn shot to her feet. “You think someone is trying to get me out of Mithranar? That doesn’t make sense. Sari was killed before I came here, well before.”

      “No.” Cynia stood too, shaking her head. “I think someone is trying to get you to join the Dumnorix court.”

      “Six thrices, Tal, it’s a compelling theory.” Sari sounded startled.

      “But who? And why?” Talyn demanded. “What difference does my being part of Aethain’s court make to anything?”

      “That’s the part we’re unsure about,” Leviana muttered.

      “Although I’ll point out that nobody has yet come up with a strong theory as to who or why someone tried to assassinate your mother, either,” Cynia said. “Our theory makes no less sense and fits the facts better.”

      “I—” Talyn opened her mouth to respond but was cut off as the door was suddenly wrenched open.

      Saniya stood there, her eyebrows lifting as she presumably read the tension in the room. Talyn blinked at the sight of her, then belatedly realised that the rain had stopped.

      “You’re welcome to come and get something to eat. If you’re hungry.” Saniya glanced around the room.

      Leviana scrambled off the bed. “I’m starved.”

      Cynia was close behind her partner and Talyn followed suit, anticipation kindling in her stomach. Finally, they were being let out.

      This might be the opportunity she’d been waiting for.

      

      “This place is very damp,” Leviana grumbled as they walked along a muddy path, water dripping from the trees around them.

      “Monsoon season just started,” Saniya said. “It isn’t any better in Dock City, trust me.”

      Talyn said nothing. She didn’t know what to think about her friends’ theory, and the frustration of having accomplished so little in three days wasn’t helping her unsettled state of mind.

      “You’re worried about Cuinn.”

      “I’m the captain of his guard. I thought I’d have sorted this out by now, but the longer I’m away, the more danger he’ll be in.”

      “Or maybe he’s looking after himself just fine.”

      Talyn took a deep breath, allowing Sari’s words to sink in. She was right. Cuinn was no fool. She knew that. And what he’d done in containing the Wolves and not only getting her out of the citadel but also delivering her to Saniya had showed impressive quick thinking.

      “All right. I’ll stop worrying so much.”

      Sari snorted, but said nothing.

      Inside the smoky eating hut, Saniya ladled them a bowl each of a steaming, delicious-smelling stew, then served herself from the same pot. With a gesture, she invited them to sit with her.

      Talyn opened her mouth to start a conversation, ask Saniya some innocuous questions to get her talking, but Leviana spoke before she could.

      “We’ve been here three days and not a word from you,” Leviana said grumpily. “What’s the deal? When are we getting out of here?”

      “I’ve been away from camp taking care of some things,” Saniya explained as she ate. “We always give those we help the option to stay with us. But if you choose not to, we’ll organise passage out of Mithranar for you once the fuss dies down. The streets of Dock City are thick with searching Patrolmen at the moment, even in the Poor Quarter.”

      “Stay with you?” Talyn asked. “And do what? What is this place exactly?”

      “It’s a community free of winged folk oppression,” Saniya said. “It’s a dangerous life—we’ve had to learn how to barricade out the tawncats, and they’re always a danger when we go hunting. Not to mention the snakes that regularly manage to get through our walls, but at least here we’re all free.”

      “So no winged folk down here then,” Cynia remarked.

      “None,” Saniya said flatly.

      There was nothing. Nothing in Saniya’s demeanour or in their surroundings to help Talyn work out whether she was sitting in Vengeance’s base or not. Except the clear disdain for winged folk… but all humans shared that.

      “How do you defend yourselves from the animals?” Leviana tried another tack, keeping her voice light and conversational.

      “We all learn how to defend ourselves before going out into the forest,” Saniya said simply.

      Helpful.

      “If we joined your community, what would we have to do?” Talyn asked.

      Saniya was silent a moment as she swiped a piece of bread over the remnants of her stew then chewed and swallowed. “You’ve heard the story about the Ciantar family?”

      Talyn stilled, and had to fight not to look sideways at her friends. “One of my winged Wolves mentioned it once. Said they were all executed on the queen’s order,” she answered. “But nobody knows why.”

      “Lord Ciantar’s heir, Trystaan, had an older half-brother. Before marrying and joining the Queencouncil, the Ciantar had an affair with a human woman, and the resulting child did not inherit his father’s winged folk blood.” Saniya’s face tightened. Talyn tried to stop her mouth from dropping open. If Mithanis was right and Trystaan was her father, then that meant she had an uncle? “Because he was human, the child—Runye—went unacknowledged by all but Trystaan. As they grew older, Trystaan came to hate the way his brother was treated just because he was human, and Runye rebelled against it too.”

      Saniya fell silent, and they waited her out, trying not to look like they were hanging on every word. Leviana ate more stew. Cynia dug at a piece of lint on her sleeve.

      Talyn kept her cool mask, but inside she felt completely at sea. The way Saniya described Talyn’s father—loving his brother no matter what—made her feel warm and desperately sad at the same time.

      “Runye was the first Shadowhawk, and this group was formed from his helpers.” Saniya spoke so softly Talyn barely heard the words. “Trystaan knew what his brother was and helped him when he could. When the queen found out, she ordered the whole Ciantar family arrested. Runye sacrificed himself to warn Trystaan before he could be captured along with the rest of his family. I was a baby at the time, but I’ve heard the stories. We had to cut his wings out because he was never going to escape Mithranar unseen with them, not the colour they were. Now we work to avenge my father by breaking winged folk oppression.”

      “Your father?” Cynia managed. “Runye was your father?”

      “Six thrices, she’s your cousin!”

      Saniya gave a single nod. Then she shifted her gaze to meet Talyn’s eyes. And in that look was everything Talyn needed to know. Hatred. Anger. Resentment. A yearning for justice that hadn’t been achieved.

      Cynia’s hand landed lightly on Talyn’s leg, breaking her from the spell Saniya’s words had cast. A sideways glance showed both Callanan had stiffened imperceptibly.

      “Why did she just tell you all that?”

      “Because she doesn’t intend for us to leave.” Talyn said.

      This was Vengeance.

      Because Saniya’s group—Runye’s group—had started out undertaking the peaceful activities of the Shadowhawk, but somehow, somewhere, that had changed. She’d heard it in the bitterness of Saniya’s voice. A desire to help had turned into a desire for revenge.

      Maybe someone had helped that along. Maybe it had happened naturally. But right now that didn’t matter.

      Talyn began surreptitiously looking for the exits, counting how many there were. Just one, the door they’d entered through, and there were at least fifteen others eating around them, though none of them looked like they were paying much attention.

      They knew who she was. Why hadn’t they killed her already?

      “You’re not just your group’s contact with the Shadowhawk, are you?” Talyn asked with casual nonchalance. “You’re their leader.”

      Another slow nod. Then a faint smile. “The Shadowhawk has never fully trusted me, and for good reason. I don’t trust him for the same reasons. There was no need for him to know.”

      “Well, that was certainly an interesting story,” Leviana said, pushing away her bowl and sitting back with a contented sigh. “Though I don’t pretend to understand much of it.”

      “I suppose you wouldn’t, given you’re both Calumnian traders only here visiting.” Saniya leaned forward slightly. “I am curious, though, why the Shadowhawk came to me for help. Why does he care so much about a WingGuard captain?”

      “The Shadowhawk has an exaggerated sense of how much I’ve helped the human folk.” Talyn shrugged.

      Saniya smiled thinly. Talyn tried to wrap her head around the fact that this woman was probably her cousin, a blood relative, yet was very likely planning on killing her.

      “You say your group works to avenge your father. What does that mean?” Talyn asked.

      “We bring people here that are trying to escape the WingGuard or Patrolmen. Give them a safe place, time to recover if they’ve been hurt.”

      Instinct drummed at Talyn, nagging to get loose. “Not just humans from Dock City, is it?” she murmured, the pieces neatly falling together in her head. “You help slaves in Montagn too. You’re the network that got Halun out.”

      Saniya nodded again. Talyn’s blood thrilled.

      There was the link to Montagn. Shit. She was sitting in a Vengeance camp.

      Anticipation flared in her stomach.

      “Certifiably insane.” Sari sighed.

      “As much as we appreciate your invitation, I’m afraid Levs and I are rather set on returning home.” Cynia pushed aside her empty bowl. “Of course, we’ll recompense you for getting us safely out of this pretty but rather dangerous country.”

      “And you?” Saniya’s eyes moved to Talyn’s.

      Talyn gave a rueful smile. “I’m with my friends. I’ve overstayed my welcome in Mithranar, and it’s probably time to go home. I do appreciate your help, though.”

      “Understood. Your departure will take some time to organise.” Saniya rose to her feet. “A week at least, maybe more. You’ll have to stay here in the meantime, and I’d prefer if you stayed inside your hut. The forest is dangerous, and I can’t have you wandering around putting yourselves or any of my people in danger.”

      “That’s the last thing we’d want,” Cynia assured her.

      “Good night, then.”

      Talyn looked at her two friends. And smiled.
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      “Why haven’t they killed us yet?” Leviana muttered as they walked back through the darkness to their hut.

      “Maybe we’re being paranoid,” Cynia suggested.

      Leviana halted, giving her partner a look that suggested maybe Cynia had been smoking something. “That whole conversation back there didn’t convince you we’re sitting in the middle of Vengeance’s headquarters?”

      “It’s more complicated than we thought, though.” Talyn frowned. “The Shadowhawk has been working with Saniya for years—and her group have clearly been active since before Runye died—yet the murders, the assassination attempt, it all only started a year ago. Before that, they were helping slaves escape Montagn and presumably giving them a home here.”

      “Right. Judging by what Saniya said, they’re all about getting revenge for injustices done to humans in Mithranar,” Cynia said in a low voice. “That doesn’t really fit with wanting to help prepare the way for a Montagni invasion.”

      Talyn agreed. Something wasn’t clicking. “The Vengeance member I tortured said someone has been pulling Vengeance’s strings. If we ignore his claim it was Mithanis, then presumably the string-puller is Montagn… manipulating Saniya and her people into unwittingly acting on their behalf.”

      “Sure, but why Saniya’s group? How did the Montagni know that Vengeance was the right gang to choose?” Leviana asked.

      “The more immediate question is what Levs just raised—why haven’t they killed us yet?” Talyn said. “Why hold us in a hut for three days then tell us all that?”

      “Saniya seems like the patient, calculating type. She might be trying to work out exactly how much you know, how much the Shadowhawk knows, before she kills you.”

      “And where are the guards, the people watching us?” Cynia looked at the empty darkness around them.

      “It’s not like we can go anywhere,” Talyn pointed out. “And I’ll bet you a hundred gold pieces the entrance to the tunnel under the wall is bristling with guards. She’s playing a game with us… almost as if she knows we know about her.”

      “That’s not creepy at all,” Leviana scowled. “What are we going to do? We’ve found Vengeance. Now what?”

      “Now we figure out a way to destroy them.” Before they could help Montagn take Mithranar.

      “Three of us? Against a camp full of fighters?” Cynia asked pragmatically.

      Leviana gave her a scathing look. Cynia rolled her eyes. “Fine. Say we take out this entire camp on our own. You haven’t solved the problem until you find whoever their Montagni contact is. Otherwise they’ll presumably just find some other nasty but capable Dock City gang to manipulate into doing their dirty work for them.”

      “Tal, your plan before, about convincing Mithanis that you’re on his side,” Sari said. “I have an idea.”

      Talyn stopped suddenly. The path they were on wound through the trees to their hut—the light they’d left burning inside was just visible in the distance. Around them was darkness, the area deserted as rain began falling lightly again. “Let’s play Saniya’s little game. I think it’s time to explore the area.”

      Both Callanan followed without complaint as Talyn ducked off the path and began moving through the night. All three shifted into soundless pacing, each step careful and considered, sticking to the darkest patches of shadow and ignoring the rain beginning to soak through their clothing.

      “You’ve got one of those crazy ideas of yours, haven’t you?” Cynia murmured at her shoulder.

      “I have a bad feeling about this,” Leviana muttered.

      “Let’s test how far they’ll let us get.” Flashing them both a little smile, Talyn kept moving through the spaces between huts, heading to the outer perimeter of the compound, away from the lit areas. Eventually she reached a cluster of small huts in the northwest corner, no more than rough wooden walls and thatched rooves, all cast into deep shadow by the wall looming above.

      Rain pattered on the leaves, hiding any sound they made as they approached the closest hut. Talyn stepped up to the windows while Leviana and Cynia went for the door. She squinted, trying to see through the narrow slits in the shutters, but it was too dark.

      By then Leviana had the locked door unpicked and open. Talyn shouldered the Callanan aside and went in first. Once her eyes had adjusted to the darkness, she could make out several hessian sacks covering a small pile. A quick tug on the nearest sack revealed what was underneath.

      Leviana gave a long, low whistle. “Six thrices, it is Vengeance.”

      “It’s their masks, at least,” Cynia said, always the pragmatic one.

      “This is what she meant by ‘fighting back any way we know how’.” Talyn tossed the sack back over the pile of copper masks. “Levs, you were right. We’ve been wondering where they got all their fighters from—enough for a thirty-strong assault on the queen? Enough to come after the Shadowhawk and me in the Darmour mines? Escaped Montagni slaves and ill-treated Dock City humans with motivation for revenge would be the perfect pool of recruits.”

      “But how did Montagn know all that in order to target Saniya’s group?” Sari whispered.

      Cynia turned to the door. “We need to see what else is here.”

      The three of them separated, spreading out to search the other huts. Talyn ran to the one on the far right, working at the lock with a hairpin for several seconds before breaking through. It was completely empty, nothing but patches of mould growing on the walls.

      The next hut appeared just as empty at first, but then her sweeping gaze caught movement in the shadows in the far corner. Frowning, she edged closer. Another muffled sound.

      Human. And gagged.

      Sliding her right hand around the hilt of one of her daggers, she moved cautiously closer. The movement stilled, and then suddenly the shadows dispersed, revealing a hooded man lying on the floor. Days of growth stubbled his usually clean jaw, but she recognised him instantly nonetheless.

      “Savin!” Astonishment filled her voice.

      “Captain Dynan. You were not the person I expected to see coming through that door,” he muttered as she knelt beside him. His ankles were shackled, the iron linked by thick chain bolted into the floor. “Can you get me out?”

      “I can try.” She knelt by the plate of iron attaching the shackles to the floor. Whoever had done it had reinforced the plate so that Savin couldn’t just rip up the damp and rotting floor and free himself that way. Taking a deep breath, she sheathed her dagger, then hovered both palms over the metal plate. Her magic surged, and sapphire light flared with a hiss. Grunting with the effort, she fought to keep it contained to the small area around where the shackles were attached to the plate.

      Despite that, blue light still flickered in the dark, and anxiety trickled through her. Anyone passing might spot the strange light and come to investigate. A sharp burning smell filled the room and slowly the metal began to melt. Her energy drained rapidly and she gritted her teeth, holding onto it until Savin gave a sharp tug and the chains around his ankle ripped free of the bolt holding them to the floor. She sank back, covered in sweat and gasping for air.

      “How did you end up here?” she panted.

      “Long story.” He stood and stretched. “Suffice to say my snooping got me into trouble. You?”

      “Essentially the same thing. Can you get out of here using the shadows to hide yourself—you’ll have to use the tunnel?” she asked. “I won’t be far behind.”

      He nodded. A moment later, all the shadows in the corners of the hut began coalescing around Savin. Within a few breaths he’d completely vanished from sight. Her mouth almost fell open—she’d never seen Shadow magic used so skilfully before.

      And even though she tried, she didn’t even see him leaving.

      Outside, a short search found Cynia and Leviana breaking into the hut closest to the wall. Talyn followed them in. One wall was stacked high with sacks—grain, from a quick glance. No doubt from one of the Shadowhawk’s hauls. In the opposite corner, sitting above the damp in a dry crate, was a small box—carved from Mair-land wood. The interior was lined with small ceramic casks of izerdia.

      “Flea-bitten shit, Sari, they’ve got izerdia.”

      Leviana appeared at her shoulder, saw the same thing, and swore.

      “Get it out of there,” Sari counselled.

      Cynia sighed as she too saw the box and recognised the contents. “So they are planning to kill us.”

      Talyn picked up the box, tucked it under her arm. “We need to go. Now.”

      “Slight hitch in that plan,” Leviana said from the window. “They’re waiting for us outside.”

      “I wondered how long it would take them.” Talyn said, unsurprised.

      Sari gave an impressive mental eye roll. “You drew them out deliberately.”

      “It was time to end this.”

      There was only one door to the hut, so no point trying to escape any other way. Talyn shared a glance with her two friends then walked out into the falling rain. She didn’t have to look back to know the Callanan hovered at either shoulder. She hoped Savin had gotten clear of the huts. At least the distraction they were about to cause should help him get cleanly away.

      She stopped several paces from where Saniya stood holding a torch hissing in the drizzle, then carefully placed the box of izerdia at her feet. At a gesture from Saniya, seven armed members of her community moved out of the darkness behind her. All wore copper masks.

      “I was hoping you’d give me time to come up with a foolproof way of getting rid of you without the Shadowhawk realising you were dead. Now that we know he’s still alive, I’d rather him not have any warning that we’re coming for him,” she said, not sounding at all disappointed.

      “I’m not sure how you think any of this is following in your father’s footsteps,” Talyn replied. “Murdering innocent humans? Killing noble winged folk? Trying to kill a queen? You could have just stuck with helping the new Shadowhawk. Helping the Montagni slaves.”

      “That was getting us nowhere! The Shadowhawk is getting us nowhere. We need bigger change than that—we need to remove the winged folk rulers and their selfish, intolerant attitudes.” The words were passionate, but she spoke so calmly. This woman was the most controlled person Talyn had ever met.

      “I’m thoroughly unsurprised you’re cousins,” Sari said.

      “And you thought killing the queen would accomplish that?” Talyn lifted an eyebrow, taking a step forward. “Or what, making the human population so afraid from all the murders that they’d rise up against their rulers? Killing the Shadowhawk doesn’t help that. Killing me and my Wolves doesn’t help that.”

      “He betrayed us to you, a WingGuard captain, in a way that resulted in the death of my people,” Saniya spat. “You and your Wolves slaughtered them.”

      “I hate to argue, but your people died because they tried to kill the man I was responsible for keeping safe.” Talyn kept her voice cool, calm, with a hint of cockiness. This was her, this was how she’d always been. Never let them see you rattled, never allow them to shake you. Of course, she’d always had Sari at her side—Sari with her unshakable confidence in Talyn and reckless glee in the fight. But she was learning that this was still her, even without Sari.

      And Sari wasn’t gone.

      “The prince of song is one of them.” Cold anger filled Saniya’s voice. “His mother murdered my father and his entire family. Cuinn and his family look down on us and treat us as inferior because we don’t have wings. They don’t care that their people are starving.”

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” Talyn said, voice as controlled as Saniya’s. “You know what I think? I think someone is helping you, getting in your ear, whispering to you. Someone convinced you that violence was the answer. Who?”

      Saniya froze. Only for the briefest of seconds. But enough to tell Talyn she’d hit a nerve. “We don’t need help,” she spat.

      “So who gave you the niever-flyers and the Shadow?” Talyn took another step, pushing at that minor fracture in Saniya’s calm.

      “We did that on our own.”

      “A lie. But I can tell that logic and reason don’t figure highly with you.” Talyn glanced around. “We’re going to leave now.”

      Saniya smiled tightly. “I think we’ve made it pretty clear you’re not leaving this place alive.”

      “Yeah, we figured that out when you spilled all your secrets at dinner,” Leviana piped up.

      “Big mistake,” Cynia added.

      Talyn smiled slightly. “You saw what I did to your people on Sparrow Island. What I did to them in the mines under Darmour. You really think you can contain three Callanan?” Her smile widened as shock rippled briefly over the woman’s face. “Oh wait, you really thought they were just merchants? You do like making mistakes, don’t you, Saniya?”

      She wasn’t scared. Neither were the Callanan partners at her back. Exhilaration flooded her, the heady anticipation of a fight.

      “I suppose we’ll see.”

      Saniya must have made some sort of signal to her people because the hissing of arrows through the air was the first warning of attack. Talyn stood where she was, lifted a hand, and summoned her Callanan magic.

      Bright sapphire light leapt into the space between her and Saniya, crackling with energy and power. The arrows hit the shield and fried. The sharp scent of burned wood filled the clearing.

      Talyn’s eyes never left Saniya. When the colour of Talyn’s Callanan shield—her winged folk magic—registered with the Vengeance leader, she paled, dark skin drawing tight over her cheekbones.

      Meanwhile Cynia and Leviana were a blur of movement—leaping to Talyn’s left and right to engage the fighters on the edge of the group behind Saniya. In seconds they’d disarmed and killed their first opponents.

      Leviana shouted Cynia’s name, then tossed her a bow and quiver of arrows. Talyn dropped her shield and threw herself at Saniya as Cynia began firing at the remaining Vengeance fighters.

      Her cousin was a gritty, fierce fighter, handling her sword with consummate skill. Talyn parried her first two swipes, lunged for the woman’s head, then stepped aside as Saniya countered with a quick thrust. When Saniya came at her again, Talyn sheathed one of her daggers, then ducked under the flashing sword and gripped the woman’s wrist.

      Twisting sharply, she forced Saniya to drop the sword, then threw her shoulder into the woman’s chest. By the time Saniya had staggered back a few paces, hand scrambling to draw the knife in her belt, Talyn was launching herself forward.

      They collided into the mud, Talyn’s free hand pinning Saniya’s knife arm to the ground, her left placing a dagger at her throat. “My father was Trystaan Ciantar. That makes us cousins, Saniya, so I’m not going to kill you this time,” she said. “But you come after the Shadowhawk or my Wolves again, I’ll spit you where you stand.”

      Not waiting for a response, she slammed the hilt of the dagger into Saniya’s temple, ensured she was out cold, then rose to join the rest of the fight.

      It was already done. Cynia and Leviana stood over multiple fallen bodies, weapons in hand, having barely broken a sweat.

      “More will be coming.” Talyn swooped to pick up a fallen quiver of fresh arrows and tossed it at Cynia. Then she went back to pick up the box of izerdia. “Cynia, cover our retreat. Let’s go.”

      

      They got halfway to the tunnel entrance before hitting another wave of armed fighters erupting from the surrounding trees. Either Saniya had already regained consciousness or some kind of silent alarm had passed through the community.

      Shouts echoed through the night, and the number of flickering torches moving through the darkness had almost doubled. Rain continued to pour down, making the ground muddy and treacherous.

      With Talyn in the lead, the three Callanan fought their way towards the tunnel entrance, doing their best not to stop and get caught up in the fighting. They had to assume there were hundreds of people in this compound—too many to fight if they allowed them time to gather themselves and form a proper attack.

      Cynia and Leviana fought like two halves of a whole, back to back or side by side. Talyn, hampered by the box of izerdia, fought one-handed, ducking and weaving and taking any opening that presented itself to attack and kill.

      Her breath came quickly, both sweat and rain slicking her skin, as they fought through to the hut sheltering the tunnel entrance. Leviana and Cynia slammed the door shut, dropped the bar into place, then took up positions guarding against anyone coming through while Talyn tugged the rug aside and opened up the trapdoor. Something heavy slammed into the door, rattling it on its hinges. Shouts reverberated outside.

      “That bar isn’t going to hold much longer,” Leviana said.

      Another thud against the door. One of the hinges ripped out. Glass shattered and a flaming arrow flew through the gap. It buried itself in the floor and the wood quickly caught alight. Smoke filled the small space.

      Grabbing a burning torch from the wall, Talyn dropped it down into the inky blackness—the area at the base of the ladder looked empty. Wood splintered as the door caved halfway inwards. Flames licked up the eastern wall and the smoke was growing thicker.

      “Let’s go,” she said, trying not to cough.

      Leviana came last, closing the trapdoor behind them. They’d barely reached the bottom when it was opened again at the top, the sound of angry voices coming clearly down the shaft.

      “Time to run,” Cynia said, taking the lead.

      They sprinted—again, tacitly agreeing it was better to keep ahead of their pursuers rather than be caught and held up fighting. Once they were back under the wall and up in Dock City, it would be easier to make a clean getaway.

      There were two guards at the opposite end of the tunnel, but Cynia lifted her bow and fired two quick shots. Both guards were dead before they even realised what was happening. Cynia slung the bow over her back, leapt agilely over the fallen bodies and began scrambling up the ladder.

      They emerged into the darkness of the Poor Quarter, the massive wall looming over the rooftops nearby.

      “Where now?” Leviana asked, glancing at Talyn.

      They couldn’t go up to the citadel, and it was after midnight, so showing up at an inn was too risky. Too many questions, too high a chance someone would recognise her and consider passing that information on to the Patrol or Falcons for coin. They needed somewhere safe and hidden to go while they planned what to do next.

      The answer came quickly.

      “Follow me,” she said.

      Talyn led them through the tangle of grimy alleys and dark streets that made up the Poor Quarter until she was confident they were clear of any pursuers, then took them to the empty apartment that the Shadowhawk used.

      They hovered in the darkness across the street until the area was empty before dashing over and slipping inside. The interior stairwell was dark and quiet, most inhabitants likely asleep. She’d picked this apartment’s lock before, so it didn’t take her long now. Talyn waved her friends inside and closed the door behind them.

      “Nice place.” Leviana made a face as she looked around, then touched her soaked clothing. “I don’t suppose we’re going to find a dry change of clothes in here?”

      “At least we’re out of the rain.” Talyn went to ensure the sheet hanging over the window fully covered the glass, then placed the izerdia gently on the room’s table. “And nobody but the Shadowhawk and I know about this place, so we’re safe for the moment.”

      Cynia raised her eyebrows. “Only you and the Shadowhawk?”

      “You’re not like, sleeping with him or something, are you?” Leviana spluttered.

      Talyn stared at them both. “What? No, of course I’m not sleeping with him. That’s ridiculous.” Completely ridiculous, no matter what her traitorous thoughts had recently been contemplating. It was much harder to maintain indifference to Cuinn’s allure once she actually started liking the man. More than liking. Respecting. Admiring. And she was going to stop herself right there. She scowled when Sari started laughing in her head.

      “He’s kinda boring looking, Tal.” Leviana made a face.

      “And a criminal,” Cynia said pointedly.

      “I’m not sleeping with him!” she snapped, annoyed rather than amused by their teasing.

      “Oh, but you want to.”

      “You shut up!”

      Cynia and Leviana shared a look but said nothing further. Instead Cynia, practical as always, changed the subject. “What’s next?”

      Adrenalin swept through her—from the fight, and in anticipation of what came next. It was late, they’d been up for hours and fighting, but she didn’t feel anywhere near tired. In fact, she couldn’t sit still.

      “You two will get on a ship to Ryathl first thing tomorrow, or as soon as the docks are no longer locked down. Tell the First Blade everything we learned tonight. Confirm who Vengeance is.” Talyn hesitated. “Don’t tell her I was arrested.”

      “So you’re sticking with the crazy ‘stay here and somehow convince Mithanis you’re willing to be a spy for him’ plan.” Leviana sighed. “Cynia, I nominate you to explain that to the First Blade.”

      “Yeah, that won’t be happening,” Cynia muttered.

      “It’s not so crazy anymore.” Talyn smiled. “Now I can offer Mithanis the location of Vengeance. This way I win his trust and ensure Vengeance is destroyed all at once. After all, they did go after the queen. Murdered a Queencouncil member, a senior healer, and a WingGuard flight-leader too.”

      Another shared glance. Talyn wondered if she and Sari had done the same thing, and if it had irritated other people as much as this was irritating her.

      “Vengeance will be gone by morning. They’re not stupid enough to stick around now that we’ve escaped,” Cynia said.

      “Not if I hurry. They won’t have time to get everything out.” Talyn pointed to the box. “Plus I’ve got the izerdia to give him, to prove my allegiance.”

      “If that’s true, then once you do all that, your mission here will be complete,” Cynia pointed out. “You’ve answered the First Blade’s questions about the Shadowhawk and you’ve dealt with Vengeance. Why not come home with us?”

      “You said it yourself—we still haven’t found the Montagni link to Vengeance,” Talyn argued. “Until I do that, they could find another gang to do their bidding. I need to stay.”

      Heavy silence filled the room.

      “You know what? I think you want to stay,” Leviana said. “It’s been nagging at me, what the Shadowhawk said about you and your Wolves… how you’ve helped the humans here so much. You’ve been working with him, haven’t you?”

      “Shia tasked me with using him to infiltrate Vengeance.” Talyn tried not to shift uncomfortably.

      “So you’re going to stop helping him now?”

      Another silence.

      “Talyn, you’re a Callanan. You hunt criminals, you don’t help them! What is it you’re trying to achieve here?”

      “I’m not a Callanan anymore. And I’m not a Kingshield either,” Talyn snapped. “In fact, I’m half-Mithranan. I can do whatever I like. And yes, you’re right, I do want to be here. I don’t want to go home. Are you happy now?”

      “What about our theory?” Cynia said quietly. “What if someone is trying to get you back to court… what if they try something else?”

      Talyn’s jaw clenched, anger leaping white-hot in her chest. “That’s unfair. There’s no proof you’re right, and even if you are, I can’t live my life in fear of losing more people I love.” Not anymore.

      “Fine.” Leviana lifted her hands in the air in capitulation.

      Talyn let out a breath. “Tell the First Blade if she has further instructions for me, I’m happy to keep helping. From here.”

      Cynia echoed her partner’s earlier sigh. “For the record, I still hate this plan.”

      “We can’t lie to her, Tal,” Leviana said soberly. “The Mithranan crown knowingly arrested and planned to kill a Dumnorix princess. If she found out we’d hidden that from her…”

      “And found out I was still here despite the risks, I would be in a lot of trouble with my family,” Talyn finished. “I won’t ask you to lie, but if you could avoid telling her, I would appreciate it.”

      “We’ll always have your back, but this whole situation makes me uncomfortable,” Cynia said honestly. “I’m not convinced the First Blade and your uncle shouldn’t know what Mithanis did.”

      “What if you tell them and my uncle decides retribution is required?” Talyn stepped forward, speaking earnestly. “I thought we were trying to stop a war. Mithanis and the queen are vicious and intolerant rulers, yes, but there are a lot of good people here. Isn’t it better if my uncle focusses on the threat Montagn poses?”

      The two of them shared a look, and after a moment they nodded slightly. Leviana reached out to squeeze Talyn’s shoulder. “Your uncle isn’t a fool, and I’m sure he’s considered those things too, but we’ll do it your way. We have faith in you.”

      “Thank you,” she said, meaning it. “And thanks for helping me these past few days. It was good to have Callanan at my back once again.”

      “We’re going to request the Montagni liaison post,” Cynia said. “So we can be closer to you here. The First Blade might give it to us given our recent favour with the Horselord.”

      Talyn smiled. “Then I’ll write to my uncle and ask a favour. And hopefully I’ll see you both sooner than planned.”

      “We’ll leave now,” Cynia said. “Probably best if you wait a bit before leaving too. We’ll wait for a message from you to confirm that your plan has worked and you’re safe, then we’ll be on the next ship out.”

      “You write to us at least once a week,” Leviana said fiercely. “And don’t think for a second we won’t raise the alarm with your uncle if you miss a letter.”

      “I’ll write, I promise.” Talyn chuckled. “I’ll be fine. You’ll see.”

      “I’m glad you’re confident.”

      Talyn grinned. “Don’t pretend like you’re not too.”
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      He lasted three days on Sparrow Island before bringing the Wolves back. During those days he drank, lost himself in music when it was raining—which was most of the time—or soared the thermals with Irial, Annae and his friends when it wasn’t.

      And he hated every second of it.

      Corrin and the other talons spent the time drilling the Wolves into exhaustion. Cuinn would fly past them running up and down the cliff path over and over again, before performing sword and sabai drills until they trailed into the mess each night, exhausted and sore.

      For appearance’s sake, he barely said a word to them the entire time, trusting to Corrin and the distance from the citadel to keep the Wolves in check. Their sullen mood, not entirely eclipsed by weariness, was obvious to both Annae and Irial, but fortunately Irial paid little attention to it.

      Even Jasper was more on edge than usual, snarling and snapping at any winged folk that came close to Cuinn—so much so that he had to leave the tawncat locked up in his room most of the time.

      And every minute of every day, controlled panic burned in his chest. There was no way to hear news out on Sparrow Island. If Mithanis had caught Talyn he would have sent a message, but there was no way to know what was happening with Vengeance.

      On the third afternoon he snapped, told Irial he was bored out of his mind by the constant rain, and informed the Wolves they were leaving.

      “Thank the skies for that,” Irial muttered. “I don’t know how you ever thought it was going to be fun out here in the rain.”

      “Then why did you come?” Cuinn snapped, in no mood for questioning.

      “Annae said it would be impolite to refuse.”

      “Your wife is a far nicer person than you are.”

      Irial grinned, his sour mood apparently forgotten. “On that we can both agree, my friend.”

      

      Cuinn and his winged Wolves arrived at the citadel at dusk, the human Wolves much later than that. Mithanis wasn’t waiting for him, and no message came from either Azrilan or his mother.

      Talyn hadn’t been caught, then.

      He wrote a dutiful message to Mithanis to tell him he was back and would see him in the morning, and then went to bed.

      Sleep was impossible—particularly with Jasper prowling the room and refusing to settle—and he eventually gave up at dawn, kicking off the blankets and sitting up. “Don’t you need to sleep too?” He glared at the tawncat.

      Jasper simply stared at him, green eyes unblinking.

      “Are you seriously upset at me because I won’t let you eat everyone standing between you and Talyn?” Cuinn scowled.

      Jasper growled low in his throat, then snorted, as if Cuinn was the stupidest creature he’d ever encountered. After a moment he paced towards the bed and bumped his head against Cuinn’s right leg, which hadn’t stopped moving since he sat up.

      “Oh. You’re worried because I’m worried.” A smile spread uncontrollably across Cuinn’s face and he slid down to the floor so Jasper could lean against him. “Thanks, buddy.”

      The tawncat tossed his head then shifted away and prowled for the door. Cuinn grinned and followed.

      

      Tiercelin, in command of his guard detail, was closely supervising a servant delivering Cuinn’s breakfast, his watchful demeanour suggesting the talon was worried the human man was intent on poisoning it.

      “How are the Wolves?” Cuinn asked once the servant had left.

      “Anxious, worried, afraid,” Tiercelin said. “But the trip was a good idea. Enough time has passed that their panic has faded a little.”

      “The talons too?”

      Tiercelin looked away. “I’m sorry about—”

      “You should be,” he said mildly. “You of all people are smart enough to understand the consequences of acting in support of her.”

      “I know, but I don’t see how we avoid that no matter what we do. Even if Vengeance haven’t harmed her in some way, she’s still in danger from Mithanis.”

      Cuinn wasn’t any less anxious, especially after a night of little sleep. He didn’t know if he would see her again. He’d gotten her into Vengeance, but had no idea what she would do from there. It wasn’t like she could come back to the Wolves while Mithanis was hunting for her. “We wait for her move, that’s all we can do.”

      Tiercelin nodded, and his face cleared. “If anyone can see a way out of this, it will be her.”

      They both turned as the front door swung open, admitting a tense Zamaril, his gaze darting all over the place.

      Fear gripped Cuinn’s chest. “What is it?”

      “Captain Dynan is back. She handed herself in to the Falcons at the palace bridge and demanded to see Prince Mithanis and the queen.” Zamaril steadied himself. “She said you need to be there.”

      “She what? When did you talk to her?” Cuinn demanded.

      He lowered his voice. “I didn’t. She sent me a message through Petro.”

      “What else did she say?” Tiercelin asked.

      “Just that Prince Cuinn should follow her lead. She said he has to trust her.”

      Cuinn didn’t linger any longer. Tiercelin and Zamaril followed him out onto the bridge, Tiercelin’s detail gathering at a sharp call from their talon.

      “You stay back unless I order different,” he warned them.

      Tiercelin nodded. “But we’ll be there if you need us, Your Highness.”

      Cuinn let out a breath, forcing his shoulders to relax. Excitement curled in his belly, making that hard. Talyn was back and she had a plan. “Good. Then let’s go follow Captain Dynan’s lead.”

      

      None of the Wolves were allowed into the room—it would have caused a straight up fight with the Falcons on the door to insist—but that didn’t bother Cuinn overly much. Zamaril would have his ways of keeping an eye on what happened inside, and it was like Tiercelin had said.

      If he needed his Wolves, they would be there.

      His gaze went straight to Talyn, standing in the middle of the room, wrists tied behind her back, Ravinire hovering nearby. Her clothes were muddied and torn, wisps of hair escaping her braid in all directions, and there were patches of dried blood down her right arm from a wound that looked like it might still be bleeding. A wooden box sat at her feet.

      His heartbeat kicked up a notch.

      It took all he had to look away from her—she was fine—and switch his attention to Mithanis. “You found her. Well done.”

      “Actually, I came back of my own accord.” Talyn spoke clearly, confidently. “I have some things to say that might change your mind about executing me, Your Grace.”

      This was directed at the queen, who sat in a chair, watching the proceedings with expressionless features. Mithanis stood in the corner, arms folded across his chest. Cuinn tentatively used a touch of magic to read the room. His mother was annoyed and afraid, making him frown—what was it that scared her so much about Talyn? Mithanis was surprised at Talyn’s bold move, intrigued enough by it to listen to her, confident in the knowledge he could kill her anytime he wanted. Ravinire was a jumble of conflicting emotions that would need a much greater use of magic to untangle.

      Talyn was confident. Almost aglow with it.

      Of course she was. He fought the smile that wanted to spread over his face.

      “Go on then, spit it out,” Mithanis said, waving a hand at her.

      Cuinn heaved a sigh, leaning against the wall in a pose of affected boredom. “And make it quick. I’ve an alleya game to be at.”

      “If you’re convinced that my father was the son of the previous Ciantar, then I’m not going to argue with you,” she said. “But my father never spoke about his past here in Mithranar, and I didn’t even know he was one of the winged folk until very recently. It seems that before he fled here, he cut off his wings.”

      They all flinched, even Mithanis. The idea of cutting out one’s own wings was abhorrent, utterly unthinkable. As bad, if not worse, than cutting out an eye, or chopping off a limb.

      In that brief moment of distraction, Talyn glanced at Cuinn. And in that look was, I’m going to need your help here.

      She was glancing away before anyone in the room but him noticed, continuing on with, “You also tell me that my uncle knew who I was before he sent me here. That he deliberately placed me in danger without telling me what I was facing. I’ve had a few days to reflect on that, and well, it makes me pretty damn angry. I’m not Callanan or Kingshield anymore, Your Grace, Prince Mithanis. I’m Mithranan. And I’m WingGuard.”

      Another quick glance at him, then a slight shift of her eyes towards Mithanis.

      Whose face was already scowling in suspicion.

      All at once he knew what she needed from him. Cuinn glanced discreetly around—all of the room’s occupants were focused on Talyn, not him. Ensuring his posture remained lazy and bored, he took a deep breath and drew on his magic.

      He’d done this before a thousand times, to make sure his brothers thought he was a fool, to confirm everyone’s low expectations of him before they could notice anything different, to hide that he was the Shadowhawk. But now, for the second time in a handful of days, he used it to manipulate and mould instead, to change their emotion. This wasn’t passive use of his magic, it was direct and deliberate and risky.

      “What are you saying?” Mithanis snapped.

      “I’m not loyal to the Twin Thrones, and I’m not here to spy on you for them,” Talyn said firmly.

      Cuinn surrounded Mithanis with his magic, ever so subtly erasing his doubt, soothing the edges of his suspicion. Such fine work, to move so softly that another song mage wouldn’t know what was happening. It was the hardest thing he’d ever done.

      “You expect us to believe you because you say it?” his mother asked.

      “No. I came back with a way to prove my loyalty. A gift of sorts.” Talyn shrugged. “And no doubt your magic can sense my sincerity.”

      Already Mithanis’ shoulders were relaxing, his crossed arms dropping to his sides. Sweat beaded on Cuinn’s forehead, and he worked even harder to hide the effect this was having on him. A hint of glamour to smooth his features and maintain the bored look.

      “What sort of gift?” Mithanis asked.

      “The location of Vengeance, the criminals who murdered Counsellor Goldfeather, Flight-Leader Iceflight, and Healer Flightbreeze, and tried to kill Prince Cuinn. Their leader is named Saniya, and they’ve been living beyond the wall all this time. In the forest.”

      Cuinn froze, his hold on Mithanis slipping momentarily in shock. Beyond the wall? He’d had no idea.

      She said to follow her lead. And trust her. Zamaril’s message floated back to him. He squeezed his eyes shut, taking a deep breath before opening them again.

      Trust her.

      He refocused his magic, surrounded Mithanis and his mother. He checked that Ravinire wasn’t overly suspicious either.

      “Nobody lives in the forest,” Mithanis said scathingly.

      “I was there. I’ve seen their community.” Talyn pointed to her bloodied arm. “I got this escaping to bring the information here. For you. Not for my uncle or the Callanan. I stole their izerdia too, so it couldn’t be used against you.”

      Everyone’s gaze dropped to the box at Talyn’s feet. Cuinn worked harder, sucking away Mithanis’ suspicion, and then his mother’s, before turning suspicion into the beginnings of trust. Then he added more magic, bolstering their interest in wanting to believe Talyn. She glanced at him again, and there was a light in her eyes he’d never seen before.

      She lived for this.

      “You tell a wild tale of people living in the forest being behind the murders of our people and expect us to believe you.” Mithanis scoffed, but Cuinn’s magic told him he wasn’t as sceptical as he sounded.

      “I infiltrated their compound and allowed them to catch me. Saniya, their leader, told me to my face that they were behind the murders.” Talyn was succinct, clear. “They hate you with a passion and she took great joy in bragging to me.”

      Cuinn worked harder, feeding Mithanis’s desire to believe Talyn—he and their mother had been so worried about not finding those responsible for the murders. This was the answer they needed. He pushed at that while simultaneously smoothing away their suspicion and wariness.

      A silence lingered, but eventually Mithanis glanced at Sarana. She nodded.

      “You’ll give us the location.” Mithanis’s voice dropped to a purr as he stepped closer to her. “And when I take a flight of Falcons there, we’ll find a base of criminals.”

      “I’ll tell you right now,” she said without flinching. “And in return you let me go and allow me to return to my position as captain in the WingGuard. I suggest you decide on my offer quickly. They know I escaped, and I’m sure they’re in the midst of fleeing right now.”

      Mithanis glanced over at the queen again, then back at Talyn, clearly considering. Cuinn didn’t trust him, not for a second, but he did trust how badly his brother wanted Vengeance.

      “I’ll agree to your bargain, Captain Dynan, on one more condition.”

      “Name it,” she said.

      “You allow one of our healers to cut out your wing buds.”

      Cuinn wasn’t sure who the horrified gasp had come from, but he thought it might have been Ravinire. Nausea flooded him so powerfully it was an effort to regain control of his magic, keeping it pressing in on his brother and mother.

      Believe her. Believe her. Believe her.

      “They’ll do it cleanly and painlessly,” Mithanis assured her. “But no matter where your loyalties lie, you’re a threat to us as long as you’re winged folk. I can’t have that. You allow us to remove your wing buds and you never use the name Ciantar again. You will always be Talyn Dynan, and you will never rise above the rank of captain.”

      “Deal,” she said without hesitation.

      The two of them locked eyes, a little smile on both their faces. Cold for Mithanis, triumphant for Talyn.

      “Captain, no!” Cuinn couldn’t help himself. He stepped forward, wings rustling with agitation. “You don’t know what he’s asking of you. You cannot agree to this.”

      “She can make her own decisions, Brother.” Mithanis rounded on him, snarling.

      “I can,” Talyn said. “It’s all right, Prince Cuinn. I have no interest in growing wings.”

      But you’ll be more powerful with them, he wanted to say. You’ll be a rallying cry for the humans and the winged folk will follow you. As a human they never will.

      Mithanis offered his hand. “Then we’re agreed.”

      Talyn shook without hesitation.

      Cuinn sagged against the wall, exhausted from his magic use. It had worked. But any victory was tarnished by the deal Talyn had made.

      “Tell us the location,” his mother said crisply, rising to her feet. “Ravinire, you’ll take care of the criminals. Captain Dynan will remain here until we can be assured she’s telling the truth.”

      Cuinn swallowed, then yawned. “I’m not expected to sit here and wait, am I?”

      Mithanis barked a laugh of contempt. “No, go off to your fun. We’ll let you know what the final outcome of all this is.”

      Cuinn didn’t know how he did it, but he managed to force himself to walk out of that room and leave Talyn behind.

      Trust me, she’d said.

      So he would.
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      Vengeance was even more efficient than she’d given them credit for. They were gone by the time Mithanis and Ravinire landed at the compound with a full wing of Falcons, but there was enough evidence left behind, including the pile of copper masks and what had to be a significant portion of their weapons stockpile—not to mention proof that a large number of people had been living there—that convinced them Talyn had been telling the truth.

      She was released at nightfall, Mithanis warning her she had a week to go to the healers and get her wing buds cut out, or he’d have her re-arrested. That was fine. Wings weren’t something she wanted—after years of training her body to be a finely turned weapon, the last thing she wanted to do was mess that up by adding a pair of heavy and awkward wings. And even if she had, they were worth giving up in order to be able to remain in Mithranar.

      Cuinn was keeping up appearances at an alleya game, so it was easy enough to leave a note in his room, then go back to her quarters at the barracks.

      The Wolves training out in the yard called relieved greetings to her when she entered through the gate.

      They looked tired, their mood low, so she lingered a while, reassuring them everything was fine, before going to speak with her talons privately and explain everything in more detail. Theac, fortunately, was still away in Mair-land with his new wife, so wouldn’t know anything of this until he returned.

      “Thank you,” she told them. “For doing what Prince Cuinn ordered.”

      For a moment they all stared at each other. None of them looked happy, and for the first time ever she sensed a hint of discord between them. Concern stirred in her chest. “What is it?”

      “He took us to Sparrow Island, Captain,” Corrin eventually said, almost defiantly. “To ensure we stayed quiet.”

      “I see.” She glanced between them, reading their expressions. So they hadn’t been confident in keeping the Wolves contained. Or, more specifically, from the dark glances thrown his way, Corrin hadn’t. And he’d gone to Cuinn.

      “It was the right thing to do,” she said firmly.

      Another thick silence. They didn’t agree.

      “There’s something else you should know, about who my father is,” she began.

      “We already do,” Zamaril snapped, shooting a dark glance at Tiercelin this time. “Tiercelin told us.”

      She stared at the healer. “You knew?”

      “I guessed,” he said uncomfortably. “And since there was no way to know for certain, I thought it safer to simply stay quiet.”

      “Can you explain why you thought that was necessary?” She lifted her eyebrows. “Why did Mithanis want to murder me the second he found out? Was it just because the old Shadowhawk was my father’s half-brother?”

      They all goggled at her, even Tiercelin. “You didn’t know?” she asked in surprise.

      “When the queen executed the Ciantar family, she gave no reason for it apart from saying they’d committed treason. Nobody knows what they did.” Shock rippled over Tiercelin’s face. “You’re saying the Ciantar family was linked to the Shadowhawk?”

      Talyn nodded, relaying what Saniya had told her. “What can you tell me about my father’s family?”

      Tiercelin glanced at the others—they’d fallen utterly silent, the same shock on their faces—then turned back to her. “They were once the right hand of the Acondors. They always had sapphire wings and eyes, and always had warrior magic. The Ciantar commanded our army.”

      “You’re not just Twin Thrones royalty, Captain,” Corrin said eagerly. “You’re Mithranan royalty too.”

      Sari’s laughter pealed in her head as Talyn scowled. “That explains why Mithanis was so keen to have me killed.”

      “It’s why he forced you to agree to have your wing buds removed,” Halun said softly. “Without wings, you can never be a threat to his power.”

      Talyn sat back in her chair, lifting one hand to rub at her forehead. Some of the weariness she’d been holding back began seeping through. “I didn’t realise how dangerous it was, coming here. My father tried to warn me, but I didn’t believe him.”

      “It’s all worked out for the best,” Halun grumbled. “But we don’t like that you made us stand down, Captain.”

      “You’ve trained us to be warriors yet you refuse to let us fight,” Zamaril added.

      “Your fear is holding us back,” Andres said quietly.

      “I was afraid for you, yes. But you know as well as I do that if you had acted in support of me, Mithanis would have killed you all.” She met each of their eyes in turn until they acknowledged this too. “Don’t forget you are leaders now. Would you truly have those under your command killed because you made a choice to help me?”

      More exchanged looks, then a resigned sigh from Tiercelin. “No.”

      “You’re not my army,” she added softly. “I am your captain, but I, like you, am part of the Mithranan WingGuard.”

      “Actually no, you could be head of the WingGuard, if you didn’t have your wing buds cut out,” Sari said.

      “Are we back to starting a coup in Mithranar? Because I thought I made it clear that was never going to happen.”

      “No matter how sensible and logical your words, Captain, we’re heading for a choice.” Zamaril rose to his feet. “You know it and we know it. One day we Wolves will have to decide where to fight, and when that happens, our choice will be you.”

      “Your choice should be Cuinn,” she said softly.

      Halun shook his head. “You still don’t understand, Captain.”

      They left then, filing out one by one, each in a sombre mood. She didn’t like leaving things unsettled with them, but that was part of being a leader. Giving orders that they didn’t like and ensuring they followed them.

      “Maybe it would be easier for everyone here if I did leave. Go home,” she said, troubled.

      “That’s not what you want, though, is it?”

      “No, it’s not.”

      

      She’d initially planned on getting a full-turn or two of sleep before heading out, but found herself too wired.

      Her crazy plan had worked.

      Cuinn had known what she’d needed and he’d stepped in exactly when she needed him to. And without Mithanis noticing. His magical skill was a marvel indeed.

      So she washed and changed, then headed out of the palace, through the citadel and down into Dock City. Assuming Mithanis would be keeping an eye on her, she made sure she left her quarters discreetly, leaving lamps lit to make it appear as if she were still inside.

      She’d only just come through the window of the Shadowhawk’s apartment, gaze scanning the place to make sure it was safe, when the door jiggled and he entered. Once the door was closed and locked, he dropped the glamour, revealing Prince Cuinn.

      She grinned at him.

      He stared at her incredulously, as if astonished she was grinning, then a slow smile began to spread across his face as well. It blinded her for a moment.

      “We did it.” Triumph and relief filled her voice.

      “We fooled Mithanis.” He said it like he couldn’t believe it, voice full of wonder. “And we got Vengeance.”

      “We did. And now I’m back as your captain and I don’t have to escape to Calumnia.” She stepped closer to him. “You trusted me. Right from the beginning.”

      His smile spread wider. “I never imagined you could turn getting inside Vengeance into such a victory, though. Have Mithanis destroy them for us and win his fledging trust at the same time.”

      “I couldn’t have done it without your magic in that room.”

      Sadness flickered over his face. “Saniya... her people... they really are Vengeance, huh?”

      It must seem like such a betrayal to him, and her voice softened despite herself. “She admitted it—she hates your family, and she has reason to. That’s probably a story for another time.”

      “And she really told you they committed the murders?”

      “Not in so many words.” Talyn shook her head. “But who else could it have been?”

      He took a breath. “Sending you to her… I knew it would be what you wanted. But I was terrified for you. Part of me just wanted to get you out of Mithranar as soon as possible, get you home safe. And the Wolves… the whole time, all that emotion beating at me. They were about to lose it, Talyn, and I had to—”

      “You made all the right decisions.” She took another step towards him. “You got me out and away from Mithanis. You made sure I had two Callanan with me. And if you hadn’t sent me to her, I wouldn’t have had anything to bring back to Mithanis to bargain with.”

      He took a shuddering breath, then raised his green eyes to hers, one hand lifting to gently touch her cheek. The touch burned through her, her reaction to it so strong she almost didn’t hear his words. “You should have left, gone home where you are safe, where you belong.”

      “No.” She shook her head. If anything had finally become clear to her these past months, it was this. “I belong here, with you and the Wolves. Your fight has become mine. It’s time I admitted that.”

      His eyes turned dark, and she read his intention to kiss her, but couldn’t find it within herself to stop him. She was still wired, recklessness and excitement weaving through her in equal measure, burying the nagging voice that this wasn’t the smartest idea. As he leaned towards her, she moved up to meet him, wrapping an arm around his neck as their lips met. There was no hesitation or awkwardness, and no gentleness either.

      Cuinn’s emotions flooded her as his magic flared and she felt everything he felt: the guilt and shame that was always there, his relief she was alive and safe, and overpowering all of that, his reaction to the intensity of the kiss and his overwhelming desire not just for her body, but for her.

      She buried her hands in his hair as his arms pulled her tightly against him. They were moving, stumbling, and then her back hit the rough wood of the wall. His mouth was hungry on hers, tongues tangling as if neither could get enough. She tried to slide her arm around his back to pull him closer, her hand hitting soft feathers instead. He chuckled at her groan of frustration and pushed closer. Every inch of him was pressed against her, and it felt good. Really, really good.

      Her heart was racing by the time they pulled apart, gasping, skin flushed. She could barely think, so strong was his magic and the emotion surging through her.

      Cuinn gave a half-disbelieving, half-wondering laugh. “You kissed me back. I was waiting for a punch in the jaw.”

      She grinned, then reached up and tugged him down, bringing his mouth back to hers. His hands slid under her shirt and over the bare skin of her back, tugging her closer and closer. How she wanted him.

      That thought had her eyes flying open.

      He sensed her response immediately and pulled back, swallowing. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

      “No, don’t apologise.” She took a breath, trying to calm her racing heart and heated body. She shouldn’t have done that. She really shouldn’t have done that. “But I’ve been keeping something from you, and while I very much enjoyed… well, that… this is a really bad idea on a number of fronts.”

      He stepped away, one hand running through his rumpled hair. That wash of loneliness she sometimes felt from him hit her hard, though he quickly quenched it.

      What he’d done these past days. Turning her arrest into an opportunity. Managing the Wolves and Mithanis to keep everyone alive and increase Mithanis’s trust in him. Following her lead without question earlier to save them all.

      Cuinn was clever, and quick thinking, and he had a natural instinct for all of this. And he had no idea. He had nobody to tell him.

      “I’m going to tell him, Sari.”

      Sadness sank through her mind, then, “I think you should.”

      “You trusted me today,” she said quietly, making a decision that was beyond momentous but also one of the easiest she’d ever made. “And it’s time for me to trust you in the same way.”

      Some of the sadness in his expression faded. “I would like that.”

      She took a deep breath. “Sit down. We need to talk. Properly.”

      He dragged the room’s only wooden chair over to the ratty sofa on the opposite wall. Talyn took one look at it and shook her head. “I’m not sitting on that.”

      Amusement flashed over his face—such a stunning face when it was alight with humour—and he moved to sit on the couch. She drew the chair up to sit opposite him, their knees just touching.

      No point beating around the bush.

      “You are a Dumnorix, Cuinn. That’s why I was sent here. Kingshield only protect those of Dumnorix blood.”

      He blinked in confusion, shook his head a little. “How…?”

      She took his hand, entwined their fingers. Then she told him everything she knew, about Rianna, about his father, the reason his bloodline had been kept so secret, all of it. By the time she’d finished his green eyes had gone dark, and the intensity that had always been there with the Shadowhawk blazed from him like a furnace.

      “So I’m…” He swallowed, arched an eyebrow at her. “We’re related?”

      A smile tugged at her mouth. “Very distantly. We share great-grandparents.”

      He huffed out a breath. “That’s why your uncle and mother and every other Dumnorix came traipsing out to poor Ceannar’s home while I was there.”

      “They wanted to meet you.” She hesitated. “There’s more. It can’t go beyond these walls, not to the Wolves, not to your family, not anyone.”

      “If it’s so secret, why tell me?” he breathed.

      “Because I trust you.” She swallowed. “And I want to share it with you.”

      “Then tell me.”

      “The Callanan have an informant who says that Montagn is planning to invade Mithranar. Apparently they’re using Vengeance to create instability. Only a handful of people are aware of the informant’s existence, and if their information got out, their life would be over.”

      “And you’d lose your access to information on the ahara’s intentions,” Cuinn finished quietly, voice filled with worry. “Mithanis and Mother have been worried, but I had no idea we were in such danger.”

      She hesitated. “Do you forgive me for not telling you?”

      “You never hid the fact there were secrets, Talyn,” he murmured. “And I understand why you had to keep these ones. The fact you’re telling me now… what you’re trusting me with…” His voice trailed off, his eyes molten as they met hers. Abruptly she realised how close they’d become, how much she wanted to be closer, to touch him again. That kiss had been… electrifying.

      “Now you see why this is all such a terrible idea.” She forced herself to lean back and let go of his hand. “I’m the captain of your guard, and if Mithanis got any hint that you and I were… if my uncle got any hint…”

      “Big problems.” Cuinn matched her almost-whisper.

      “Very big.”

      He took a deep, steadying breath, then rose to his feet and put some distance between them. “We have to lay low for a while anyway. Mithanis will be watching you closely—we have to ensure he continues to believe you’re no threat.”

      “I agree.”

      His mouth tightened then. “Talyn, you can’t agree to have your wing buds cut out. You have no idea what you’re giving up by agreeing to that. I’m sure we can find another way to prove to Mithanis—”

      “Stop.” She raised her hand. “I don’t want or need wings. It’s a small price to pay for being able to stay here.”

      Pain rippled over his face, his magic no doubt telling him how serious she was. “I can tell there’s nothing I can say to make you change your mind, but I really wish you’d reconsider.”

      She stood too. “The Wolves will notice you’re gone sooner rather than later, and whatever spies Mithanis has watching my room can’t notice I’m gone either.”

      “We’ll talk soon, once things have calmed a little,” he agreed, then hesitated at the door. “I... I’m getting stronger, Talyn. Working out how to do this.”

      She allowed the smile to spread over her face. “I couldn’t agree more.”

      Once he was gone, glamour firmly back in place, door clicking shut behind him, Talyn let out a breath, sagging back against the table, the previous day and a half finally crashing over her.

      As right as it had felt, she’d just done something expressly against her uncle—her king’s—orders. And that kiss. How could she have allowed herself to fall into that?

      Because she’d wanted it. Had been wanting it for some time but ignoring the desire because of how impossible it all was.

      She had to forget about it.

      And trust that Cuinn would keep her secrets.
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      The evening following her return, Talyn arrived at her room after dinner in a still subdued mess to find the tin cup on her windowsill had been turned upside down. She sighed. It was late, and she was exhausted after having relatively no sleep for the past week.

      Still, she was eager to talk to Savin. Pushing her weariness away, she climbed up to her rooftop garden. Rain pattered on the leaves of the plants and dripped onto the paved stone. She huddled under a thick tree branch, peering into the blackness of the night.

      He materialised a moment later, his ability to hide not at all affected by the fact his cloak and hood were dripping wet.

      “Everything all right?” she asked. Though he hadn’t seemed hurt at the time she’d rescued him, she’d worried that he might not have been able to get out of Vengeance’s compound unscathed.

      “I’m fine, thanks to you,” he said, a faint note of gratitude flickering in his voice before its usual businesslike tone resumed. “I made it out before you did—you and your Callanan friends provided quite the nice distraction.”

      “How long did they have you?” She frowned.

      His face tightened. “Several weeks. Not long after the Acondor family returned to Dock City, I started hearing snippets from my sources about a Vengeance ambush on the Shadowhawk in the Darmour mines. The rumours indicated he’d been killed. None of it was clear, but one of my informants seemed to think the Wolves were caught up in the attack. Given you weren’t here to ask about it, I got a little overzealous with trying to access Vengeance.”

      She nodded, keeping her expression bland as she tried to figure out how much to tell Savin. “Prince Cuinn got drunk and bored and decided he wanted to travel. It suited my purposes to go along with him because your source was right, the Wolves and I were caught up in an ambush, and I thought it best to get away from Mithranar for a while.”

      Confusion flitted over the Shadow’s face. “Why would they go to the effort of coming after your Wolves?”

      “Apparently they didn’t take kindly to the fact we foiled their assassination attempt last year and took out a serious chunk of their manpower at the same time.”

      “Hmm.” He didn’t sound convinced. “But what does the Shadowhawk have to do with any of it?”

      She took a breath, hesitated. “He was the source that warned me about the planned assassination. Somehow Vengeance found out. They were the cause of the avalanche in Darmour, knowing it would likely draw in both us and the Shadowhawk to help. It was well planned.”

      “You’re running the Shadowhawk as an informant?” Savin was shocked, though it was always difficult to tell with him whether the slip of emotion was natural or deliberate.

      “Not exactly. I tracked him down because I thought he might be able to help with what the Callanan have me working on here.” Not a lie. “It was a dead end.” Definitely a lie.

      “And the Shadowhawk? Did they really kill him?”

      “I never saw him in Darmour,” she lied smoothly.

      Suspicion leaked from Savin in a tangible cloud. “How did Vengeance know he would be there?”

      “I believe the Shadowhawk has worked with Vengeance members in the past.” Again she was skirting perilously close to the truth, but to this she didn’t have a good answer. It was one of the many things that had gnawed at her since the ambush. “My guess is they have mutual contacts, and learned ahead of time that he planned to travel to Darmour.”

      Savin was silent for a long time, and when he finally spoke, his voice was calm, deliberate. “You’re leaving things out. How did you and two Callanan end up in Vengeance’s camp the other night?”

      “There was an incident with Mithanis. He learned that I’m a Dumnorix and of course immediately suspected I was here as a spy.” She scrambled for another convincing lie. “He had me arrested, but I managed to escape. While you were missing I identified a Vengeance contact—so after my escape I went to her and requested their help in getting out of the city. The rest you know. As soon as we got out of the camp, I offered Vengeance up to Mithanis in return for allowing me to stay.”

      “And the other two Callanan?”

      “Sent here undercover as merchants to help with my assignment. Which you know I can’t tell you about any more than you can tell me about your tasking.”

      The silence between them turned icy. “Does your uncle know that an Acondor prince was going to have you killed? And don’t try and pretend that wasn’t exactly what Mithanis intended when he learned who you were.”

      She met his stare with a slight smile. “He doesn’t know, and you’re not going to tell him. That’s not your job, Savin.”

      Savin let out a breath. “I owe you one. Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “Yes, actually,” she said, glad he was letting it go. “I’ve forced Vengeance to abandon their camp and flee, but I want them completely wiped out. Will you let me know if you hear anything about where they’ve scattered to? I assume they’ll disperse to safe houses across the city.”

      “Why so interested in destroying Vengeance?”

      “They tried to kill me, and my Wolves. Isn’t that reason enough?”

      “Yes,” he said. “But I know there’s something else going on here that you’re not telling me.”

      “He’s a Shadow, Tal, he might be able to do more than just track down where they’re hiding.”

      Anticipation leapt inside Talyn’s chest. “You’re right. I can’t tell Savin about the Montagni planning an invasion, but that doesn’t mean he can’t help us identify the person connecting the Montagni to Vengeance. Then Queen Sarana can be warned of the potential invasion while the informant stays safe in the Montagni court.”

      “Exactly.”

      She looked at Savin. “I have a theory that someone is behind Vengeance, giving them resources, access to mercenaries. Someone playing a bigger game.”

      There was a moment’s silence, then a dubious, “Why would someone be doing that?”

      “I have a feeling if we learn the answer to that, we’ll be able to destroy Vengeance from the roots.” When he still looked reluctant, she pushed. “You asked what you could do to help, Savin, and this is it.” Talyn was certain the First Blade would support her tasking him with this.

      He swept into a mocking bow. “Your wish is my command, Captain Dynan.”

      

      Talyn concentrated fiercely, palm held out in front of her. Magic ran through her veins, and sweat broke out on her forehead as she fought to focus it. Sapphire light glimmered around her outstretched hand, and with a massive effort, she forced it outwards. A bright sapphire bolt of energy leapt from her palm, flew through the dim hall and past the target she’d set up, and slammed into the stone wall behind.

      “Damn,” she muttered.

      “Not bad,” Tiercelin said approvingly. “How does your back feel?”

      She shot him an irritated look in lieu of an answer. It was the sixth time he’d asked her that in the space of a full-turn. To prove her sincerity to Mithanis and the queen and reinforce their fledgling trust, she’d had her wing buds removed two days after they’d come to their agreement. It had been painless, as promised, but until the neatly stitched wounds on her back healed, she was prevented from undertaking her normal training routine.

      Tiercelin—who still looked horrified at any mention of her wing buds—had offered to help teach her how to use her winged folk magic. Finding out her father’s identity had changed something in her attitude towards her winged folk blood. She didn’t need or want wings, but her warrior magic had always lain dormant inside her, released only in the quick bursts of a Callanan shield. If Tiercelin was to be believed, she was capable of a lot more.

      So she’d come down to the lower level training hall where Zamaril and Corrin—and now Ehdra and Dansia—practiced their Callanan shields. Every now and then a green or blue glow flashed from the opposite end of the hall.

      “Try again,” Tiercelin said patiently.

      She relaxed her stance and held out her hand again. This time her determination was so great that when she loosed her magic, it flew meters wide of the target and hit the wall hard enough to gouge out a huge chunk of stone.

      A spattering of applause sounded from where the human Wolves were training. Zamaril added a whistle. She shook her head, a chuckle escaping her. So much for being good at everything. She’d yet to get anywhere near the target.

      “Do you think they could do this too?” she asked Tiercelin.

      “I suspect so, though they’d find it much harder and their power wouldn’t be as strong,” he said, looking grim.

      “Captain!”

      Talyn dropped her hand and spun around, ignoring the twin tugs of pain in her upper back from the sudden movement. Corrin’s tall form strode through the hall. “Corrin, what is it?”

      He stifled a smile as he glanced at the gouges in the opposite wall. “I was just down in Dock City visiting my sisters.”

      “Theac’s back?” She perked up.

      “He is, and raring to return to duty, even though he’s not on shift until tomorrow.” Corrin’s smile widened a little. “He and Mam both look happy though.”

      “You didn’t fill him in on what happened while he was away, I take it?” she asked drily. Theac certainly wouldn’t be looking happy if Corrin had.

      Corrin’s smile faded a little. “I didn’t know how to even begin explaining it without Talon Parksin ripping my head off. I thought explanations were best left to you.”

      Talyn frowned. “I’ll go and see him tonight, but I’m in the middle—”

      “Sorry, that’s not why I interrupted.” He cut her off, worry replacing the smile on his face. “Petro found me on my way back here. He said there was an attack in a house in the Market Quarter last night.”

      “What sort of attack?” she asked, dread uncurling. It had only been two weeks since Falcons had chased Vengeance from their base beyond the wall. Surely they couldn’t have gathered themselves so quickly?

      “He said it was an animal attack. The City Patrol is investigating, of course, but Petro asked if we could take a look.” Corrin hesitated. “He didn’t say much—we were in public and he didn’t want to linger—but I got the impression that the family might have been linked to the Shadowhawk’s network.”

      A shiver went through her. “We’ll go. But not all of us. And we make it an off-duty thing. No uniforms.” The last thing she needed was Mithanis hearing the Wolves were acting outside their remit by investigating crimes in Dock City.

      “Halun’s on shift, so Andres and I will run afternoon training,” Tiercelin offered. “That way you can take Corrin and Zamaril with you.”

      Zamaril was already coming over, Corrin’s entrance having drawn him from where he’d been teaching Ehdra and Dansia. “Something wrong?”

      “An attack in Dock City last night,” she said grimly.

      “You don’t think—”

      “Let’s just go and take a look.”

      

      Talyn was thoroughly unsurprised to find Theac waiting for them at the bottom of the wall walk, glower firmly in place. Fortunately he too was out of uniform.

      “It’s good to see you,” she said, a rush of delight sweeping through her at having her dependable second back. “I take it someone came to you about the attack as well?”

      “The mayor.” He nodded, scowling when Zamaril added his own warm greetings. “Yes, yes, hello. I wasn’t gone that long. Only three weeks.”

      “Oh, a lot can happen in three weeks,” Zamaril said slyly, shooting a pointed look in Talyn’s direction.

      “What happened?” Theac snapped.

      “A story for later,” she said firmly. “Right now there are more pressing concerns.”

      “The mayor is aware of how it might look to have Wolves poking around, but he’s asked for some advice. The Patrol haven’t experienced anything like this before,” Theac explained.

      “Petro gave me directions.” Corrin set off through the streets.

      The city was as bustling as always around them, several people calling out greetings or lifting a hand to wave when they recognised the Wolf captain and her talons. They returned the greetings, but each was preoccupied with their own thoughts.

      Her talons were still unhappy, and it wasn’t just over making them stand down when she was arrested. Though none of them had said anything, it was clear they were just as upset that she’d so willingly agreed to have her wing buds cut out. She was temporarily at a loss, not sure what else she could say to them, and was left hoping that their dismay would blow over with time.

      Theac, no fool, picked up on the tension and kept shooting her questioning looks. She ignored them.

      Petro’s news was more worrying. She hadn’t forgotten the grisly murders of Goldfeather and Iceflight, and the clear evidence it had been a tawncat attack linked to an Armun Shadow. They’d thought Vengeance had been behind those killings.

      But Vengeance were scattered, on the run.

      Unease spilled through her, tainting some of the good mood she’d been in since successfully dealing with Mithanis and the Vengeance situation. If they were active already, after their base had been taken from them, after they’d been forced to flee in a hurry… maybe Montagn was an even stronger supporter of them than she’d realised. Maybe they were already making their move.

      “This isn’t going to be good, is it?”

      “Oh, you’re back,” Talyn grumbled.

      “Don’t give me that tone. I can’t help it that you’ve been so caught up recently that there’s no space for me in your head.”

      A chill wrapped around her heart. “What do you mean?”

      “Oh relax, it’s not a bad thing.” Sari hesitated. “Truly it’s not.”

      She stopped walking, trying to halt the panic spreading through her veins. “Are you trying to tell me you’re leaving? Sari, please don’t—”

      “No!” Genuine reassurance filled Sari’s mental voice. “Your healer Wolf had it right. I’m a part of you, Tal, and barring a winged folk healer taking me away, I’m here for always.”

      “Captain?”

      The Wolves had stopped, looking back at her in concern. She summoned a smile and kept walking. “Sorry, I was just thinking something through.”

      “So what are you trying to say?” Talyn pushed.

      There was a silence so lengthy she began to think Sari had gone again, but then she let out a little sigh. “Nothing. I’m not trying to say anything. Carry on.”

      Talyn wanted to pursue the obvious evasion of truth, but Sari was gone from her mind before she could even think the words. Shaking her head, she returned her focus to Corrin, who was leading them steadily away from the noisy streets to one of the quieter housing areas in Dock City—not far from where Errana had lived with her girls before marrying Theac.

      Eventually they turned a corner into a wide street lined with neat houses, most with flowering gardens out the front. The mayor stood outside one of the homes, pacing up and down and chewing on his bottom lip, an odd look for such a bear of a man. His face cleared when he saw the Wolves, eyes going straight to Talyn.

      “Ciantar!” he exclaimed.

      A flare of irritation combined with fear and a hint of pride flashed through her. Word of Talyn’s true identity had inevitably spread after Brightwing made the mistake of discussing the reason for her arrest in front of a handful of Falcons in their mess. According to Cuinn, the news had spread through the palace like wildfire, although everybody was too afraid to say anything too loudly.

      And once word spread from the Falcons to the Wolves—a matter of half a day given how close some of them had become—it was inevitable the information would leak out to Dock City. And now, the genuine delight in the mayor’s face was dangerous.

      “Mayor,” she greeted. “Please just refer to me as Captain. I think we both know it could be dangerous to do otherwise. Now—”

      “Excuse me!” Theac barked. “What the hell are you both talking about?”

      “Turns out the captain’s father was Trystaan Ciantar,” Zamaril said idly. “Prince Mithanis found out while you were away.”

      Talyn shot a glare at Zamaril, who was starting to seriously piss her off, then turned to Theac. “I will explain all this later, I promise. In private.”

      He looked angry—absolutely furious, in fact—but gave a terse nod. “As soon as we’re done here.”

      “As soon as,” she said, then addressed the mayor, who was politely pretending not to listen to their conversation. “Theac said you asked for some help, that there’s been an animal attack. What can you tell me about it?”

      “Not much, I’m sorry. The City Patrol arrived earlier this morning after the neighbours raised the alarm. The entire family has been killed.” The mayor’s jaw clenched. “It’s a terrible sight.”

      Talyn reached up to lay a reassuring hand on the mayor’s arm, then motioned her Wolves a short distance away. “Theac, can you speak with the Patrolmen? Let them know we’re not here to take over, just to help.”

      “I’ll find out what I can.” He strode off.

      “Zamaril, find out how access was gained to the house by whoever or whatever did this. Corrin, speak to the neighbours. They look upset, so be gentle. I want to know what they know—anything they saw or heard could be important.”

      The Wolves dispersed, and Talyn walked into the house. Immediately the warmth of the sun on her back faded, a chill descending around her. She stopped dead for a second, hit by a lingering miasma of dread.

      “Talyn!” Even Sari felt it somehow.

      She walked further inside, following the unmistakable hint of darkness. At the back of the house they came to what must have been the parents’ bedroom. The sharp tang of drying blood filled the air, and she could taste it on her tongue. The Patrolman on the door looked pale and sick.

      “Captain.” His eyes widened in hope and surprise when he saw her. “Do you know what happened here?”

      “Not yet, but I’m going to do my best to find out. Are you all right to stand guard a little longer?”

      His shoulders firmed. “I’ll be fine.”

      Talyn entered the room, closing the door behind her. She didn’t want the horror to be open for everyone to see.

      The parents were laid out on the bed, throats torn open. Dried blood drenched their bodies, the bed covers, and had dripped into pools on the floor around the bed. Two small children had been dragged out from under the bed, and lay in a heart-wrenching pile, their eyes sightless with death.

      “What happened here?” Sari’s mental voice was stark with horror.

      Talyn swallowed, fighting hard to maintain her composure. She’d never seen anything like this before, not once, even during the most violent parts of her Callanan days. The sight of the small children lying there, having been killed so horrifically, tore at her heart. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, not knowing which emotion she felt strongest, anger or grief.

      “I’m going to find out, so I can destroy whatever did this.” Ice filled and wrapped her words, an iron-clad promise of vengeance. It didn’t matter how it looked to Mithanis or anyone else bothering to pay attention.

      A knocking sound came from the open window, and she looked up to see Zamaril clamber inside. The thief’s face blanched at the sight before him.

      “Take a breath, Zamaril,” Talyn said. “We’re going to find out who did this.”

      He nodded and closed his eyes for a long moment. His jaw worked. “Whatever it was came through the window as I just did.” His voice caught and he stopped for a moment, continuing once he had control of himself. “It was left open, and there are scratch marks on the wooden frame. The front and side doors haven’t been tampered with, and neither has any other window.”

      “Scratches?” she asked. “As in, made by something with claws? Another tawncat?”

      “That would be my guess.”

      “Captain!” Corrin pushed the door open. As soon as he took in the scene, he gulped in a breath and his eyes filled with tears.

      “What is it, Corrin?”

      “I spoke with the neighbours. They heard faint hissing and snarling in the early hours of the morning. It went on for a half-turn or so. They thought about investigating, but said the sounds made them unusually afraid.”

      Talyn went to lean over one of the parent’s bodies, needing all her self-control to study it closely without emptying her stomach. “I saw these same wounds on Goldfeather’s and Iceflight’s bodies.” She straightened and backed away.

      “That would mean a tawncat somehow got over the wall to come here and kill this family,” Zamaril said. “How? And why?”

      “We know why.” Corrin’s scanning gaze caught on something clutched in the mother’s dead hands. He gently tugged it away. It was a bloodied piece of paper, the word on it mostly obscured, but she recognised it instantly when he passed it to her. “Vengeance want retribution. And the how is easy. They came under the wall.”

      “If they wanted retribution, why kill an innocent family?” Zamaril asked.

      Talyn crushed the paper in her hand, having to take a deep breath through the sudden tightness in her chest. “Corrin, you said Petro thought the father might be part of the Shadowhawk’s network.”

      Silence fell over the room.

      “Tal, I’m not convinced.”

      “Me either,” she murmured. When the three talons turned to look at her, she explained, “I’m not convinced it’s Vengeance. The WingGuard only just routed their base, and this doesn’t feel like them.”

      “Which part? The murder or the killing with a tawncat?” Zamaril asked. “They’ve done both before.”

      “The Vengeance murders of humans were all men, men who took bribes from the winged folk in a way that harmed the human population. Those are children lying there.” Talyn’s voice broke as she glanced at them. Could her cousin, her father’s niece, be capable of this sort of senseless violence?

      “They came after the Shadowhawk. And this family helped him,” Zamaril said.

      “There’s still the question of how the tawncat was directed to attack.” Corrin broke the silence. “I know it’s been said before, but the creatures in the forest are wild, untameable. It’s the reason the citadel was built above the forest.”

      Theac entered the room, obviously having caught the last part of the conversation. “What about someone with winged folk magic? Could they use their power to bind these creatures to their will? Isn’t that exactly what Prince Cuinn has done with Jasper?”

      Corrin frowned. “For all the prince’s formidable skill, I wouldn’t say that he’s bound Jasper to him… more that he’s won him over. And that tawncat doesn’t do anything at the prince’s command apart from not kill us.”

      “It’s true. He can’t even keep Jasper in his tower when he wants to get out,” Talyn said, frowning. “And I can see a winged person orchestrating a murder of a Queencouncil member for political reasons. But this human family? What would be the motivation?”

      A knock on the door interrupted them, and the Patrolman appeared. “Captain, the undertaker has arrived to take the bodies for burial.”

      “Thank you.” She glanced around one final time. “I think we’re done here. Allow them through.”

      

      “Captain?” The mayor was waiting for them outside the house as the Wolves emerged. “May I have a moment?”

      She nodded and they moved away from the front of the house, out of hearing distance of those moving around it.

      “We met only briefly on the night of the floods,” he said. “So you may think this an imposition, and if so, I apologise.”

      “You let us stay in your home afterwards, I think that makes us friends.” She smiled. “What is it, Mayor Doran?”

      “I knew your father, Captain,” he said gently.

      She swallowed. She hadn’t expected that, or the rush of emotion his words caused. “You did?”

      “We knew each other as boys. We met through his half-brother, Runye—Trys would often escape from the citadel and come down to Dock City to play with us. He never cared that we were human and he was winged.”

      Talyn smiled at the thought of her father as a youth, running about Dock City with other boys his own age. “That doesn’t surprise me.”

      “As we grew older, our friendship remained strong. All three of us wanted to make things better in Mithranar. I got my education and started working for the Dock City council. Runye began working as the Shadowhawk, and Trys used his wealth to help him. I was one of the few people who knew the identity of the Shadowhawk.”

      “You knew?” Talyn glanced around before drawing the mayor over to a more isolated part of the street. “How did you escape being killed?”

      “As we grew out of boyhood, your father was always very careful to hide his human friendships, especially once Runye started acting as the Shadowhawk.” An expression of unutterable sadness filled his face. “When he was caught, Runye sacrificed himself so that I would have enough time to warn Trys to get out of the citadel—I got to him just as the Falcons were about to arrest his family. I don’t know what happened after that. Runye’s people took your father and got him away. I never saw him again.”

      “He missed you,” Talyn managed through the lump in her throat. “I never knew why he was so sad sometimes, but I always sensed that he yearned for something.”

      “I had no idea you were his daughter,” Doran said. “But you are just like him. Having Trystaan Ciantar’s daughter in Mithranar is a wonderful thing.”

      “It’s also a dangerous thing,” she warned. “You knew my father, so you know better than anyone that my position is precarious, and Prince Mithanis cannot think that I have ambitions above being captain of Prince Cuinn’s guard. If the human folk start parading me around as their Ciantar, not only will Prince Cuinn be in greater danger, but I will be as well.”

      His face turned grave. “I haven’t forgotten what it was like before. I will pass the word around, Captain. Be sure we will not put you in any more danger than necessary.”

      “Thank you, Mayor,” Talyn said, then hesitated. “Did you know that Runye had a daughter?”

      “She was a baby when he died. I never saw her again. His people withdrew completely into hiding and I haven’t spoken to any of them since.” Sadness crossed the big man’s face.

      “But as far as you know she’s alive?” Talyn waited for his nod before continuing. “So why such a fuss over the revelation of my parentage when there’s already a surviving Ciantar in Mithranar?”

      “Runye’s daughter was born as human as he was. No wing buds, no magic. She’s not a Ciantar, not by winged folk standards.”

      “I see. Thanks, Mayor.”

      He took a breath. “Can you tell me anything about what happened to that poor family?”

      “Killed by a tawncat is my guess,” Talyn said softly.

      He blanched. “Why?”

      “I’m told the parents may have been part of the Shadowhawk’s network,” she said carefully.

      “But the Shadowhawk has been gone for months.” Doran looked confused.

      Talyn almost smiled. Clearly the mayor kept himself apprised of the new Shadowhawk’s activities. “I’ll tell you at once if I learn anything more. Would you do the same, Mayor?”

      “Of course,” he said. Unease filled his face. “Keep safe, Captain.”

      

      They walked back to the citadel in silence, all shocked to the core by what they’d seen in that house. Despite her angry words promising revenge, Talyn dreaded being asked by one of her talons what they were going to do next—she truly had no idea. Ravinire was continuing to hunt Vengeance, combing through everything left behind at the abandoned compound beyond the wall, but hadn’t yet had any luck.

      She worried too. Worried that by leaving Saniya alive she’d made a huge error.

      And what if she was right about this not being Vengeance? If something else entirely was behind this… she had no idea where to even start with that.

      “Do you think we should get Prince Cuinn away from here for a while?” Zamaril said suddenly.

      “Why?” Theac asked.

      “Because of that.” Zamaril gestured in the direction they’d come from. “And because Vengeance now know the Shadowhawk is still alive.”

      Talyn cut in before Theac could ask when that had happened. “They still don’t know who he is, and never will, and the Shadowhawk activities have stopped.” But not for much longer. Cuinn had been more patient than she’d expected with his recovery, but he was back to full health now, and if this family had been among his helpers… he wasn’t going to stay on the sidelines any longer.

      “Nor do we have a good enough excuse to suddenly remove the prince from Mithranar again,” Corrin added. “He and the captain are being watched closely enough as it is right now. We can’t afford to do anything suspicious.”

      Talyn ignored Theac’s scowl, cutting him off before he could start demanding answers again. “And we don’t talk about this aloud, remember? Not ever.”

      The Wolves nodded, none of them saying anything more. They were still out of sorts with her, and the day’s events hadn’t helped their sour mood. Once at the barracks, they left with muttered goodbyes, Corrin to take over Halun’s shift with his detail and Zamaril to training.

      Theac cleared his throat pointedly.

      “Yes, all right.” She sighed. “Let’s go up to my rooftop garden. We’ll have privacy there.”

      

      The sun was hot, the air humid and sticky, as they clambered up the narrow ladder. Talyn led Theac over to the cooling shade of a weeping tree, squared her shoulders, and came straight out with it. “About a half-turn after you and Errana left your wedding party, Prince Mithanis sent Falcons to arrest me.”

      A thick silence, then, “You’d best explain it all, Captain. And quickly,” Theac barked.

      She did, only leaving out the part about how she’d met with Cuinn once it was all over and told him who he was and what Vengeance was truly doing. Once she’d finished, a silence settled over them. Theac reached up to rub his face, then let his hand drop back to his side.

      “Why didn’t you send word?”

      “You’d just gotten married,” she said lightly. “I didn’t want to ruin your trip with Errana. None of us did.”

      “That’s not acceptable,” he said with quiet dignity, and her heart lurched in her chest. “I am your second, and you were perilously close to being executed. I should have known. I should have been given the opportunity to help.”

      “You couldn’t help,” she said, trying to make him understand. “The Wolves couldn’t do a thing or Mithanis would have killed them too. Surely you see that?”

      “Of course I do,” he barked. “Which is why I needed to know. So that I could hold them back, make them stand down. That was my job.”

      “They did stand down,” she said quietly. “Cuinn ordered them to.”

      “Putting himself at risk to do so. What if Mithanis found out Cuinn was so concerned about his Wolves, so concerned about you, that the first thing he did on learning you’d been arrested was order the Wolves to back down? It doesn’t exactly fit with the spoiled princeling act, does it?”

      “He was smarter than that,” she countered. “He took them away, to Sparrow Island, made it look like he was helping Mithanis. He did well.”

      Theac merely stared her down. “He would not have needed to take them away if I’d been here. I could have held them back and you know it.”

      “Theac, I… I don’t know what to say.” She let out a breath. “You were gone. We chose to let you have some happiness.”

      “You chose wrong.”

      “Would Errana agree with that?” she challenged.

      His face flushed. “That’s unfair.”

      “Yes, well so is you pushing back so hard on me. I am your flea-shitting captain.” The anger burst out of her, part frustration, part guilt, part the horror of what she’d seen earlier and her fear of what it meant. “Choosing not to tell you was my call. My call. You live with it.”

      “You don’t get it,” he muttered. “Even after all this time, you don’t understand.”

      “You all keep saying that, and it’s getting old,” she snapped. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “You came here, Captain.” He threw the words at her in a steady, unflinching way, daring her to dispute them. “You came here, and you keep calling yourself a born warrior, a Kingshield, a Callanan, a Wolf. Born to fight and win. Well, that’s not true.”

      Her chest heaved. “What?”

      “You’re a gods-damned born leader. That’s what you don’t seem to understand. You came here and you won us, and you won him too, heart and soul and everything in between. We would fight for you, and we would die for you, and we would do it without hesitation. A winged folk lordling and one of the saltiest Falcons I’ve ever met literally risked their lives for you… all after spending a matter of weeks under your command.”

      “Theac—”

      “You are no follower, no soldier. You are a leader,” he bellowed at her, then stopped, voice gentling. “It’s time you understood that and accepted what it means.”

      Her mouth opened, but there were no words to say. Nothing came. Theac shook his head, and then he turned and left.

      Talyn stared after him, and continued staring once he’d vanished from sight.
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      Talyn’s coded message was waiting for Cuinn when he returned from a game of alleya, sending a jolt of relief through him. Despite the physical exercise, he remained restless, agitated.

      Before, it had been easy to don Cuinn’s indolent prince mask, easy to lose himself and his worries in parties and sport and women. But it had been growing increasingly difficult for a long time, and now... it just made him feel sick, like he was wasting time when he could be doing something more important.

      He’d bested Mithanis. Twice. The first time had been small, but the second... hope that had shrivelled and died inside him years ago was reawakening. It brought with it new shoots of confidence, of wondering whether there might be a way. To do more. To be better. To throw aside this mask and not die.

      And since he’d kissed Talyn… well, it was impossible to even pretend interest in any other woman. He hadn’t so much as touched one in weeks, and soon questions would be asked.

      She’d kissed him back. She’d wanted to. He’d felt it. Giddiness expanded in his chest.

      And he was behaving like a lovesick fool. Crumpling the note, he went out to speak with Corrin. “Captain Dynan needs to see me. You’ll make sure it looks like I’m in here?”

      “I will.” The young man nodded. His eyes were shadowed.

      “So it’s bad then?”

      “It’s not good,” Corrin said. “Liadin will shadow you there to make sure you’re alright.”

      Cuinn took a breath, spread his wings, and lifted into the sky.

      

      Talyn’s balcony door was open, a clear invitation, so leaving Liadin outside, he swooped in. Talyn leaned against the wall by her bedroom door, a small frown on her face.

      She was upset.

      But she wasn’t hiding it from him. She was sharing, knowing he’d pick it up. He carefully closed the balcony door and waited for her to speak first.

      “Thank you for coming.”

      Cuinn swallowed, panic and worry unfurling inside him. “What is it? What’s happened?”

      “A family in the Market Quarter was killed overnight,” she said, remaining at her spot by the door. “It looks like another tawncat attack. Probably Vengeance.”

      He frowned, confused. “I don’t understand. If this is retribution, why an innocent family?”

      Talyn closed her eyes, her reluctance to give him the answer clear as day. He tensed. “Petro thinks the father was a member of the Shadowhawk’s network,” she said.

      Cuinn’s face twisted and it took a moment to control his thundering emotions so that he wouldn’t drown her with them. “I see.”

      “This isn’t your fault,” Talyn said quickly, sensing his distress anyway. “It’s mine. I was cocky and thought I could manipulate Mithanis. I didn’t consider what Vengeance might do next.”

      “No,” Cuinn said heavily. Guilt burned in his chest. “I put all of these people in danger when I started my activities as the Shadowhawk.” He frowned. “You said probably Vengeance?”

      “It looks like them, down to the use of a tawncat.” She hesitated. “But the victims—killing children to get back at you? It doesn’t feel right. And how did they organise themselves so quickly? They should be on the run, desperately trying to stay hidden from the Falcons and Patrol searching every inch of Dock City for them.”

      Her words pounded through him, his mind following along with hers. She was so quick, so incisive. It thrilled him. “Who else could it be?”

      Talyn threw her hands up. “A random murder? They happen often enough in Dock City.”

      “Not with a tawncat. Not children. Not without some obvious motive.”

      “Nothing was stolen from the house,” she murmured, answering his next question before he could ask it. “And the family had no criminal links that the Patrol knew about.”

      “We need to do something about this.” Cuinn shifted, wings half raised in anger. Someone needed to do something.

      Silence met his words. His frustration was hers too, twining around and through the both of them. He’d been trying to help, but instead he’d only caused more problems. There had to be another way. He looked at her. “I want you to find out who is behind the attacks by these creatures. Confirm whether it is Vengeance or not.”

      She nodded. “We still need to find the Montagni link to Vengeance too. Until we do, they’re free to find some other gang to bribe into doing the same things Vengeance did.”

      Her voice—cool and confident—soothed him, even though it shouldn’t. “None of this feels like Montagn trying to invade Mithranar.”

      “I agree.” She sounded troubled. “But at the same time, it makes logical sense. All this disturbance, making people uneasy, instilling distrust in the WingGuard. A way to weaken you before invasion?”

      Silence fell. She remained leaning against the wall by the door, gaze distant.

      “Something else happened,” Cuinn said, unable to leave without addressing it. “You’re unsettled.”

      “I had a fight with Theac,” she said tiredly. “The Wolves are still unhappy with me over being made to stand down.”

      He’d been aware of it. Though it had been his words that made them stand by and do nothing while their beloved captain was arrested and almost killed, he’d done it for her, and they knew it. They knew what held them back. Just as well, he understood her fear—after losing one partner she couldn’t conceive of losing more comrades she cared about, especially because of another decision she’d made.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked.

      “No, it’s nothing. You should go.”

      “Before I do.” He hesitated, digging his boot into the carpet. Something had crystallised in his mind since Talyn had broken the news of the murders, something that had been brewing there for weeks, ever since coming back home. “I can’t sit this out any longer. The humans need the Shadowhawk.”

      Her eyes whipped to his, bright and sapphire. “They need the Shadowhawk to be alive, which you certainly won’t be if you’re caught.”

      “I managed not to get caught for a long time before you even came to Mithranar,” he said, a thread of irritation in his voice. “And you don’t seriously expect me to sit here and do nothing while someone is out there murdering people associated with me?”

      “I don’t,” she said quietly. “I understand what drives you better than anyone—it’s the Dumnorix part of us. But I’m responsible for your safety, and you know what my advice is. It’s too dangerous.”

      “I respect your advice, Talyn, and I always will.” He took a breath, met her gaze unflinchingly. “But I plan to return to my activities as the Shadowhawk. If Ravinire and the WingGuard can’t, I will stop Vengeance.”

      There was a moment of silence, then a little smile curled at her mouth. “When I was arrested, you didn’t try to protect me. With your contacts, you could have gotten me out of Mithranar before the WingGuard shut down the docks. But instead you handed me over to Vengeance, because you knew that’s what I would choose. Because you had faith in me and my ability to succeed.”

      “Yes,” he said simply. It hadn’t been a question, despite how afraid he’d been for her, despite the danger.

      Talyn pushed off the wall, coming to stand in front of him. “And I will do the same for you. I have faith in your abilities as Shadowhawk.”

      His shoulders sagged in relief. “Thank you.”

      “One thing though.” Her smile widened slightly. “You’re not doing it alone this time.”

      He loved her. It punched through him in a wave of certainty and emotion that was so fierce it took his breath away. She was everything. Beauty and fierceness and joy all bleeding through him. His eyes slid closed as he fought to keep what he was feeling from leaping out and reaching her.

      She was still healing. The last thing she needed was the pressure of knowing how deeply he felt. So he took a deep breath and kept everything but gratitude from his expression.

      “Together,” he agreed, eyes sliding open to meet hers.
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      “I’ve got a question for you, Tiercelin.” Andres took a swig from his ale and placed it on the table before leaning back in his chair.

      “Yes?” Tiercelin looked up from the thick book lying in his lap. He had his feet up on the table, his great wings taking up the remaining space on the sofa he was reclining on. The others—bar Halun who was on Cuinn’s guard shift—were spread around the common room.

      Talyn hunched over a pile of administration forms Ravinire wanted completed by the next day, allowing the idle chatter of the talons to relax her. While their annoyance with her hadn’t subsided entirely, the camaraderie between them seemed to have returned to normal levels, and she was glad to be back on even footing with them.

      “I was wondering about Prince Cuinn’s recovery,” Andres said. “Specifically, if his injuries had affected his ability to… ah… entertain women?”

      Talyn glanced up, astonished at such a question coming from her most professional talon. A little frown creased Andres’ eyebrows, indicating his interest stemmed from genuine concern, not an attempt to gossip.

      “Watch it.” Theac growled. “The prince’s private life is none of our business. I’m sure the captain doesn’t need to hear about it either.”

      “I’m not a delicate flower.” Talyn scowled at Theac, irritated. “I have actually experienced what you’re talking about. On multiple occasions.”

      All except Tiercelin stared at her for a moment, gape-mouthed. Andres and Corrin had gone a deep shade of red. Zamaril looked down, a little smile at the corner of his mouth. Theac’s glower deepened.

      She rolled her eyes. “It’s not all that shocking to you, surely.”

      “No.” Andres coughed. “Just…you’re the Captain, so it’s…”

      “What? Odd for me to—what did you call it—‘be entertained?’” Talyn was having fun now. Sari’s laughter tinkled in her head.

      Tiercelin grinned. “I’m with the captain. It’s a perfectly natural and enjoyable thing to do. You humans get so uptight about it for absolutely no reason I can think of.”

      Theac rustled his papers loudly. “That’s about enough of that conversation. Let’s talk about something else.”

      “This book is really quite fascinating,” Tiercelin gamely took up Theac’s request. “It’s about tawncats, the only book I could find in the library—”

      “Why did you ask, Andres?” Corrin interrupted. “Is there something you think we should be concerned about?”

      “I’m not sure. The prince hasn’t taken a woman to his bed in weeks. It’s such an abrupt change from his previous behaviour that I wondered if maybe his accident had something to do with it,” Andres said, none of the redness fading from his light brown skin. “It made me question if his health is really okay, that’s all.”

      “The winged folk have noticed the same thing.” Tiercelin grinned. “But the answer to your question is no. He’s fully recovered.”

      “This is NOT any of our business!” Theac snapped.

      “Maybe he’s lost interest,” Zamaril offered, looking as serious as Andres. Talyn sighed inwardly. At least she had two talons who could manage to talk about sex without cringing with embarrassment. “Being so close to dying, it might have changed him. What do you think, Captain? You’re a woman.”

      “Thanks for noticing,” she said dryly. She knew from firsthand experience that Cuinn had certainly not lost interest or ability, but she was hardly about to admit that to them. “If Tiercelin says he’s okay, then we shouldn’t worry.”

      “Exactly, can we change the subject?” Theac asked.

      “Maybe he’s got a secret love nest,” Tiercelin speculated. The book lay forgotten on his lap as he warmed to the task of needling Theac.

      Talyn shot him a look, pretending seriousness, but happily joining the game. “Prince Cuinn isn’t stupid enough to go off to a secret love nest without protection.”

      “Maybe he’s following Azrilan’s lead and expanding his interests to include men?” Tiercelin waggled his eyebrows.

      “In that case, maybe our Zamaril is in with a chance. He is very pretty.” Andres smirked.

      Theac’s face reddened further.

      Corrin shot Zamaril a sideways look, stifled his smile. “I don’t think winged princes are Zamaril’s type.”

      “Tiercelin’s pretty too,” Zamaril commented, deliberately not looking at Theac. “I think I even heard Prince Cuinn call him that once.”

      “Right, that’s it,” Theac barked, slamming his ale glass on the table. “I’m off home where I can have a sensible conversation.”

      They waited until the door closed behind him before bursting into raucous laughter.

      “Did you really find something interesting in that book of yours?” Andres asked once the laughter died down.

      “According to this, tawncats are pack animals, but without a hierarchy.” Tiercelin’s face lit up as it always did when he was fascinated by a topic. “This author thinks family groupings have not only a physical but mental bond that allows them to keep track of each other when hunting, and also sense when one of them is in danger.”

      “That could explain how Jasper found Prince Cuinn in the mines,” Zamaril said.

      “It doesn’t explain how Vengeance is using one of them to murder people.” Corrin made a face.

      “Is the author still alive?” Talyn gestured to the book.

      “Long dead, I’m afraid.” Tiercelin sighed. “He lived not long after winged folk first settled in Mithranar, so tawncats and other creatures of the forest were at the forefront of their minds. Nothing new has been written on them in decades.”

      Talyn stood, gathering her papers. “I’d best get these to Ravinire before he gets too grumpy. I’ll see you all in the morning.”

      “Captain?” Zamaril’s voice stopped her at the door, a note of warning in it that had her immediately on edge. “Halun was down in Dock City this afternoon, as we discussed.”

      Since Cuinn had stated his intention to go back to being the Shadowhawk, she’d employed her talons as the go-between to check for messages from the Shadowhawk’s contacts. The first time one of them had gone down, there hadn’t been much, with most people presumably thinking the Shadowhawk’s long absence meant he was gone or dead. But Zamaril had left new markings and Halun had gone earlier in the day to see if there had been any responses.

      “And?”

      “He wasn’t specific.” They never were. Never out loud. And never in the citadel. “But he said there was something waiting.”

      Code for one of the contacts leaving a message for the Shadowhawk… a message Halun would no doubt be passing to Cuinn during his current shift. “Thanks, Zamaril. We’d best be prepared.”

      They all nodded.

      

      A sharp tapping on the glass of her balcony door woke Talyn instantly. She rolled out of bed and padded over to the door, unsurprised to see the Shadowhawk outside, heavily cloaked and masked.

      The material was plastered to his skin from the rain, and Cuinn’s glamour wasn’t hiding the deep shadows under his eyes—he was under stress.

      “Come in,” she said, concerned. “You’re soaked.”

      “No.” His hand gripped her wrist and pulled her outside. “I don’t want to risk being seen in case they’re watching your quarters. In this spot I can hide us in the shadows.”

      She searched his face. “Is something wrong?”

      “A ship docked in the harbour this afternoon. The bulk of its cargo is grain,” Cuinn said. “Halun collected the message from my Dock Quarter contact.”

      “And you want to go and steal it?” she asked.

      “You were at the council meeting yesterday. The increased taxes in Dock City are already having a detrimental impact on the human folk.” He took a breath. “The grain is scheduled to be unloaded tomorrow morning. If we can get it off the ship tonight, my network can distribute it throughout Dock City. It won’t be as easy, but we can do it without the help of Saniya’s group.”

      She considered that. “You’ve been quiet for months, so the WingGuard won’t be expecting you to hit this ship. But Vengeance could be a problem. If they really have been able to re-establish themselves so quickly, they might see the grain arrival as an opportunity to ambush you. Saniya knows what targets you go for, not to mention they’ll be desperate for supplies too.”

      His smile flashed. “Exactly. Which is why this ship is such a good opportunity. If Vengeance come for us, we spring their ambush—depleting their manpower even further. Maybe we could even capture one of them, find out who their Montagni contact is. What do you say, Captain?”

      She hesitated. “Where is your Wolf guard?”

      “Surrounding my tower. Tiercelin just took over the night shift, and I told him what I was planning. He wasn’t happy about it, but he helped me sneak out when I promised I wouldn’t do anything without talking to you first.”

      Talyn let out a breath. It was risky—it hadn’t been that long since she’d struck her deal with Mithanis, and sparking an open battle with Vengeance in the streets of Dock City could just lead to escalating violence.

      And the consequences if they were caught, particularly for Cuinn, were unimaginable.

      But she’d promised to trust him. And she’d meant it.

      “I know what you fear,” he said softly. “But this was my life before you came. It’s all I know to do to protect my people.”

      “This was why you came back,” Sari whispered.

      “I never thought I’d say this, but you’re as bad as every other Dumnorix I know,” she muttered, conceding.

      A thick silence fell suddenly, the only sound the rain falling around them. He shifted his weight uneasily, like she’d touched a nerve. “I haven’t… since you told me I’ve not thought about it much. It all seems so… unreal. My whole life I ignored my father, his identity, who his family was. All of it. And even now there’s so much else going on that needs my attention.”

      She touched his arm. “I understand. It’s a lot to take in. Whenever you want to talk, I’m here.”

      “Another time.” He firmed his shoulders. “Tonight there’s grain to be reappropriated.”

      “I meant it when I promised you I’d help,” she said. “But I want more protection for you than just me, so I’m going to bring some of the talons. I assume you have a way to sneak out of the citadel?”

      He nodded. “Gather the others and I’ll meet you by the back entrance to the barracks’ kitchens, it’s not far from there.”

      

      Talyn dressed in dark breeches and shirt and a black oilskin cloak, and pinned her hair in a braid at the base of her neck. Finally, she shoved a black mask into her pocket and slid a sheathed knife into the small of her back.

      Sari’s daggers she left behind—they were far too distinctive if spotted by a Falcon or Vengeance member, or anyone else out and about on this rainy night.

      Her talons had individual rooms on the floor below hers, and it didn’t take long to wake them all and let them know what was happening.

      “We’re going to help the Shadowhawk?” Halun didn’t seem to understand.

      She hesitated. “You wanted me to let you fight, Halun. This is me letting you loose.”

      “Finally,” Zamaril breathed, then ducked back into his room to dress. Corrin’s face shone with the same delight when she woke him.

      She went to Andres last—he was still awake, reading by lamplight. “I’m leaving you here to keep watch. If anything goes wrong or someone comes looking for me, you send a Wolf to come and warn us as fast as you can. Okay?” she said.

      He considered that a moment. “As long as I get to come next time and one of the other talons stays behind.”

      “Agreed.”

      Theac was going to murder her when she informed him of all this tomorrow. But if the worst happened and Ravinire came storming to the Wolves’ barracks asking questions while they were gone, Theac would honestly be able to say he knew nothing—given he now lived down in Dock City with his family—and any song mage would read that. At least they would be protected.

      The four of them, all dressed in black and carrying masks, met the waiting Shadowhawk at the back entrance to the kitchens.

      “Before we go.” Talyn looked each of her talons in the eyes. “You know the consequences if we’re caught. Not just for you, but for all the Wolves. Not to mention that you could be hurt or killed if Vengeance try an ambush. Are you absolutely sure you want to come?”

      “The captain is right,” Cuinn interjected as they all opened their mouths to insist that yes, they wanted to come. “You are not just risking yourselves. You have to remember that. If you get exposed, the Wolves in your details will be affected by the consequences.”

      She flashed him a grateful glance as it became obvious he’d used a touch of magic in his voice. All three talons sank into thoughtful silence.

      “I want to come,” Corrin said eventually. “But I won’t forget I have other lives in my hands. If I need to make the choice between withdrawing or risking capture or exposure, I’ll withdraw.”

      “As will I,” Halun said gravely.

      Zamaril simply nodded.

      “What’s the plan?” Corrin asked.

      “A merchant ship docked this afternoon carrying grain,” Talyn said. “Now that Vengeance knows the Shadowhawk is alive, they might be planning an ambush. If that’s the case, we’ll spring the trap, then get the supplies off the ship.”

      “My Dock Quarter contacts will be helping with that part of it. They’re ready to go,” Cuinn added.

      Halun nodded. “Good.”

      “Let’s do this.” Zamaril pulled his mask snugly down over his features.

      Tonight there would be five Shadowhawks.

      

      Dock City was mostly deserted given the late hour and the drenching rain, and Cuinn and the Wolves were mere shadows flitting along the streets. They easily evaded two Patrolmen making their rounds near the docks and came in over the roof of a warehouse across from the main wharves. Their target, The Black Hand, was anchored a short distance out.

      “Looks deserted,” Corrin observed.

      “It won’t be,” Halun rumbled. “Not if there’s grain for the winged folk on board.”

      Cuinn nodded. “There’s usually a Falcon detail guarding these ships. They’ll be stationed inside in this weather.”

      “Zamaril, how would you get onboard without being detected?” Corrin asked.

      “From the water,” he said. “And make sure to climb the side of the ship in shadow. There’s not much moonlight under that rain cloud, but you never know if that will clear unexpectedly. So, I’d go up the port side. That section of the deck should be pretty dark too.”

      Talyn glanced at Cuinn. “The question is, are Vengeance here? And if so, are they already on board, or waiting here somewhere, watching for us to move?”

      At her side, Cuinn stiffened suddenly, pointing down. Petro had just walked into sight, another man with him. “Vengeance won’t wait for us on the ship. They’d know Falcons will be there too.”

      “True,” Talyn murmured. “Zamaril, go down and get into position near Petro. If Vengeance spring anything, show yourself and tell Petro and his people to get out of here.”

      “And what do we do?” he asked.

      “Put them down,” she said coldly. The time for arrests and saving lives was gone. She’d given Saniya her single chance. If they were now sending tawncats to murder children in their beds… she didn’t want those types of killers left alive. “We’ll have your back.”

      Cuinn glanced her way, something unreadable flashing over his glamoured human face. She didn’t soften—while she understood his aversion to violence, in this instance they couldn’t afford to show any weakness.

      Zamaril rose lithely to his feet while Talyn shifted and continued giving orders.

      “Halun, shadow him. If things go awry, you get in there and help. Shadowhawk and I will circle around from behind Petro, spring the trap if it’s there. Corrin, you stay here with an overview of the situation. If we get in trouble we’ll herd them in this direction so you can throw those knives of yours.”

      Halun followed Zamaril into the night while Corrin settled into position. Cuinn rose too, determination in his face. The sight gave her a sudden, sharp worry for his safety. She pushed it away, telling herself to stop being a fool.

      “Be careful.” She couldn’t help herself.

      “You too, Captain.”

      

      Moving swiftly, Talyn and Cuinn came out the back of the warehouse and circled the block. Talyn led the way, one hand on the knife at her back, eyes scanning the way ahead for any movement. The streets were dark and empty, her sight limited by the curtain of falling rain soaking through her clothes and hair.

      They circled the dark streets surrounding the warehouse, seeing nothing out of place. Talyn made sure to scan what she could see of the rooftops too, but apart from the rain, nothing moved around them.

      Eventually Cuinn glanced at her, questioning.

      “I think we’re clear,” she murmured.

      They came up behind Petro and his associate, catching the murmur of their soft conversation. At the sight of them, Zamaril and Halun emerged from where he’d been waiting in a nearby alley.

      Petro looked taken aback by the number of people with the Shadowhawk, his gaze lingering curiously on their masks. “I was surprised to hear from you, Shadowhawk. We were worried that something had happened.”

      “I got hurt on that last job,” Cuinn replied. “Took me a while to get back on my feet, but I’m good to go now.”

      “Glad to hear it.” Relief ringed Petro’s voice, but he glanced warily at Talyn and the others. “You brought help.”

      “Thought we might need it,” Cuinn said. “Don’t worry, they can be trusted. I hope you’re being careful, Petro.”

      His eyes darkened in concern. “Do you really think it was Vengeance behind those murders like the Wolves do?”

      Cuinn shook his head. “I don’t know, but either way, we all need to be careful.”

      “Is there any chance there’s an ambush waiting for us on the ship?” Talyn muffled her voice as best she could. “We didn’t spot anything on our way here.”

      Petro shook his head. “We’ve had our eye on it since before dusk. Nobody has rowed out there apart from crew. Plus six Falcons have been on board since it arrived. They changed shift at dusk.”

      She looked at Cuinn, matched his frown. Where were they? It was odd that Vengeance wouldn’t take a prime opportunity like this to come after them again.

      “Or they weren’t behind the recent murders, and like you assumed, are too busy trying to keep together what’s left of their gang while Falcons and Patrol are hunting them all over the city,” Sari murmured.

      Talyn nodded slightly. “Then who murdered the family?”

      “We should move.” Petro glanced up at the sky. “We’ve got some boats ready to row out—a friend organised that for us earlier today. The rain will provide good cover.”

      “Good. Row for the port side.” Talyn glanced at Zamaril.

      Petro nodded and headed off. Talyn caught Corrin’s gaze from the roof above and made a few signals telling him to stay where he was to watch for an ambush at their rear before following along behind.

      Talyn, Halun, Zamaril and Cuinn clambered into one long rowboat, while Petro and his friends took another, and three other men materialised to row a third. A tense quarter-turn followed in which Talyn kept glancing between the sky and the docks, hoping nobody would appear to notice the boats rowing out. The rain and darkness helped hide them, though, and they reached the port side of The Black Hand without incident.

      She sent Zamaril in to scout while they bobbed on the water below. He climbed up the anchor chain and slipped over the railing, disappearing into the shadows. Several long moments later, he leaned over the railing above and gave the all clear signal.

      Cuinn tossed a rope to the Wolf, who secured it and waved them up. Talyn went first, Cuinn next, Halun remaining behind. The occupants of the other boats followed suit, leaving a rower in each to move them around closer to the ship’s cargo hold.

      The deck was empty of Falcons and crew when she swung herself over the side.

      “There’s only a skeleton crew on board and they’re all asleep belowdecks,” Zamaril murmured. “Three Falcons are guarding the hold, and two more are stationed at the top of the stairs leading down to the passageway where the hold entrance is.”

      “This is my part,” Cuinn said, moving forward before she could stop him. Talyn and Zamaril followed close behind.

      Cuinn didn’t even try to hide their presence from the two Falcons at the top of a narrow stairwell leading down into the dark bowels of the ship. Both winged men straightened at the appearance of three masked and hooded figures, drawing steel with a loud ring.

      “Don’t.” Cuinn’s voice rang out, but it sounded nothing like Cuinn. It was all Shadowhawk, and it carried a potent mix of imperious order and fear. Talyn almost took a step back in reaction. “Drop those swords and back into that cabin to your left, and you get to live. We’re not interested in hurting you if you don’t get in our way.”

      The Falcons looked at each other, then shifted their gaze to Cuinn, Talyn and Zamaril. She stood still, poised, ready to fight in an instant.

      And then the Falcons were dropping their swords with a clatter onto the deck and backing into the narrow room, closing the door behind them. Cuinn immediately stepped forward and latched the door. “That’ll hold them for a bit,” he said with satisfaction.

      “That magic of his is impressive,” Sari piped up.

      “You don’t say.”

      The three Falcons below were dealt with in the same way, and then they had free access to the hold. Zamaril ran back up to fetch Petro and the others, while Talyn and Cuinn dropped into the hold and set about opening the exterior door.

      The Shadowhawk’s people had done this plenty of times before, and the cargo was swiftly and efficiently unloaded into the waiting boats. Halun switched places with Zamaril, leaving the thief to manage the boat while he put his considerable strength into hauling cargo out of the hold. Talyn didn’t miss Petro shooting several glances Halun’s way. Despite the mask and cloak, it wouldn’t be hard to guess his identity given his obvious bulk and strength. She could only hope if Petro guessed anything about who was helping the Shadowhawk tonight he would keep it to himself.

      Within a full-turn they were rowing the heavily listing boats away from the ship and towards the deserted beach of the western headland. Three more of Petro’s people waited to transfer the crates into several waiting carts.

      In another full-turn they’d packed the carts full and their drivers were clambering up, calling soft instructions to the horses to start moving.

      “I’m a proper criminal now, Sari,” Talyn said with a touch of glee.

      “I never thought I’d see the day,” came the gloomy response. “You don’t feel even a little bit guilty, do you?”

      “I really don’t.” That surprised her. It went against everything she’d been for most of her life. But this was her new life. And it felt right.

      “We’ll use a few warehouses in the Dock Quarter to keep them hidden for now,” Petro said as the carts trundled away. “It might take some time to distribute it safely without Saniya’s help though.”

      “Do your best,” Cuinn told Petro. “And thanks for your help tonight.”

      Petro hesitated, gaze flicking uncertainly to Talyn and the other Wolves. “Where was Saniya tonight?”

      Cuinn stiffened. “Saniya’s group is Vengeance, Petro.”

      Petro’s face whitened with shock. “You’re sure?”

      “Yes. Our work with her is over. Never again.”

      Petro nodded slowly, taking a steadying breath. “It’s never easy is it? What we do, trying to work out what’s right and wrong. Her people helped us so much, but…”

      “I know.”

      “I’ll see you around, Shadowhawk.” Petro managed a faint smile, then turned and ran off into the darkness. His helpers followed suit and soon all of them had been swallowed up by the night.

      

      Dawn was only three or four full-turns away by the time they reached the back entrance of the barracks’ kitchens and split up to return to their rooms.

      Instead of returning to his tower, Cuinn followed Talyn back to her quarters. Soaked to the skin, she tugged off her mask and cloak and went straight upstairs to strip off the rest of her dripping clothes and leave them in a wet pile on the floor. Pulling on a robe, she hunted around for a towel and blanket, then tossed them down to Cuinn.

      By the time she came back downstairs, he was pacing back and forth, glamour gone, rubbing his soaked hair with the towel, wings dripping all over the floor by her unlit fireplace. A frown creased his face. “Where were they?”

      “Vengeance? I don’t know.” She thought about starting a fire to help them dry off, then discarded it. If anyone out there was watching, or even passing by, the light would make it clear Prince Cuinn was in her private quarters in the early hours of the morning. Damn the winged folk and their insistence on pretty glass everywhere.

      “They should have been there.”

      “But they weren’t.” She pushed damp hair back from her face. “I’m not entirely surprised. The WingGuard and Patrol is still actively searching for them throughout the city and they don’t have access to any of the weapons or supplies they had at their base. They probably didn’t have enough to come at us tonight.”

      He stopped pacing suddenly, a shiver racking his frame. “I wanted them to be there, Talyn. I can’t stop them from killing more of my people if they’re not there.”

      “You’re wet and cold.” She picked up the blanket and towel he’d discarded on the floor and handed them to him. “Dry off before you make yourself sick.”

      He nodded absently and began rubbing the towel over his hair and face. Eventually he gave up, dropping the towel before wrapping the blanket around his shoulders and dropping onto her couch.

      A sigh escaped her. He really needed to go. Ignoring her common sense, she went to sit beside him. “Are you all right?”

      His eyes were firmly on the floor, but he reached out to touch the back of her hand where it rested on her knee. Talyn’s breath hitched.

      “I am. What we did tonight, it was good. It will help. I just wish… I wish I could do more,” he breathed. “I need to be more, especially if your Callanan are right about what’s coming.”

      “Does it help if I tell you that need is part of being a Dumnorix?” she asked, shifting to face him. “We don’t do well when we’re kept apart from those of our blood, and you’ve had that your entire life. This drive you have, to do more, to do better, that’s part of it too.”

      “Tonight, when you told Zamaril to kill if Vengeance attacked… I’ve never told you why the Shadowhawk doesn’t use violence,” he said softly.

      She looked at him, surprised by the odd note in his voice. “After I learned who you were, I figured it was because while you were trying to help the human folk, you didn’t want to hurt Falcons in the process, because the winged folk are your people too.”

      “That’s part of it.” He swallowed. “It’s the reason I insisted on my network never using violence either. But for me… I’m a song mage, Talyn. If I hurt someone, I feel that… their pain, and despair. It’s not in me to willingly inflict that on someone. And to deliberately kill a person… what I would feel… I think it could break me.”

      Her heart thudded. She hadn’t thought, hadn’t considered what that would be like.

      “Do you think that makes me a coward?” His voice was barely audible.

      “Not for a second.” She framed his cheek with her hand, turning his head to force him to meet her eyes. “You are one of the bravest people I know. The courage you have… all those years alone, to keep fighting as the Shadowhawk, without anyone to help or to trust. And then in your recovery. To keep fighting so hard despite the pain you must have been in. Cuinn, you are no coward.”

      He sucked in a breath, eyes shining with tears. “You really mean that,” he murmured.

      “I can’t lie around you, remember?” She smiled a little, trying to lighten his mood.

      His hand curled around hers, their fingers tangling. Abruptly she realised how close they’d gotten, unconsciously leaning towards each other on the couch until she could feel his warm breath on her face.

      Talyn hesitated on that clifftop for only a moment before closing the distance and kissing him like she’d wanted to ever since that moment in the Shadowhawk’s apartment. The instant they touched, fire burned through her. Cuinn’s hands slid to her hips, helping as she shifted forward into his lap, her fingers going straight to the buttons on his soaking shirt.

      The kiss was fierce, demanding, bodies pressing together as close as they could get. He had her robe untied and off in a matter of seconds, prompting a laughing, breathless, “Don’t remind me how many times you’ve done this before.”

      “You seem pretty expert yourself, Captain,” he half-breathed, half-groaned a moment later when her mouth found his neck and began trailing kisses towards his collarbone.

      There was a glorious tangle of limbs and mouths, and then, “How do you do this with wings?” she complained, utterly failing to get his shirt off his shoulders.

      He laughed, warm and rumbling in her ear, then he guided her hands to the other buttons along his hipbone and ribs, slipping them undone with a soft murmur, “See, it’s easy.”

      Then there was warm skin under her palms and she just wanted more, more, more….

      A tiny voice in the back of her mind tried to speak up, to say this couldn’t happen, that she was complicating things a hundredfold, but she shoved it away.

      This was the reckless Talyn coming out and being allowed full rein, and with it all the delight of wrapping her body around Cuinn’s and bringing them together heedless of the consequences. And when his emotions hit her, when he could no longer hold back what he was feeling, any doubt that might have remained was swept away as if it had never been.

      She wanted him. He wanted her. And it was breathtaking.

      

      It was full morning when Talyn awoke, sunlight shining through the glass and into her eyes. She was alone on the sofa, half buried under the blankets and towels they’d used to dry off. Cuinn’s scent was still on her skin, but he was gone.

      Judging by the light, she’d been sound asleep for several full-turns and the Wolves would be returning from their morning wall run and starting breakfast. Theac was not going to be impressed with her.

      She made a face—if only he knew what she’d been doing.

      A sharp rapping at the door startled her from a tumultuous descent into a tangle of conflicting emotions about what she’d allowed to happen the previous night. “Who is it?” she called, rolling hurriedly off the couch, muttering at herself when she got halfway to the door before realising she was naked.

      “It’s me.” Ravinire’s impatient voice rapped out.

      Talyn cursed under her breath and returned to the couch, picking up the towels and shoving them under the cushions. Once she was satisfied that they were hidden from casual observance, she tied on her robe and went to the door. The Falcon’s eyebrows lifted at finding her still in her quarters and barely dressed.

      “Good morning.” She greeted him before he could say anything, then winced internally at how ridiculously chirpy she’d sounded. Shit. She had to get it together. “What can I do for you?”

      Sari coughed. “That was even worse.”

      “There was an incident down at the docks overnight. I’d appreciate it if you could turn out your Wolves onto the drill yard. They’ll need to be questioned.”

      His words instantly sent discomfort and awkwardness flying and replaced them with fear and dread. “Questioned about what?” She squared her shoulders, trying to behave as if she had no idea why he was asking this.

      “It’s not for you to question my orders, Captain. Do as I ask, and make it quick.” Ravinire turned and strode away, wings held stiffly behind him.

      Talyn shut the door and ran upstairs to dress.
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      Cuinn paced his bedroom. It was already too hot from the bright sunshine slanting through the windows, but he didn’t notice. He couldn’t sit still. He could barely restrain himself from spreading his wings and flying as high as it was possible to go.

      Energy filled him, bright and infectious and seemingly endless.

      She’d been sleeping when he woke, her breath soft against his chest, her arms wrapped loosely around him, their legs tangled together. And somehow, in that moment of deep, untainted happiness, the fear that had been his constant companion since Raya’s death was gone.

      Things were a hundred times more complicated now. But they were also a hundred times simpler. He wasn’t going to hide. He didn’t need to hide. Not completely. Not anymore. Because Talyn wasn’t Raya. She was strong and capable and could take care of herself better than anyone else he knew.

      And he had changed. The terrible injuries, being unmasked before his Wolves… he’d grown stronger from that. Had begun to realise he was capable too, more than he’d imagined he could be. And with her and the Wolves behind him…

      The banging on his front door sent him leaping into the air in startlement. From where he was curled up in a patch of sunlight under the window, Jasper let out an undignified huffing sound.

      “Are you laughing at me?” Cuinn stared at him.

      Jasper cocked his head, blinked innocently.

      Shooting a scowl at the tawncat, Cuinn left the room and spread his wings to swoop down to the ground floor entrance. His mood didn’t even sour at the sight of Brightwing standing there.

      “What brings you by, Flight-Leader?”

      “I’m assigning some Falcons to your detail for a full-turn or so. The Falcon wants the full wing of Wolves turned out for an inspection.”

      The fear returned then, but only out of habit, and it kept itself a faint hint at the back of his mind. Anger unfurled in its place. “Why?”

      “He didn’t say why, Your Highness.” Brightwing maintained a thin veneer of politeness but his contempt for Cuinn was obvious. “I’ve already sent your detail back to their barracks.”

      “Leave your Falcons here. I don’t want them.” Cuinn shoved past him, walked out the door and leapt into the sky.

      

      The Wolves were lined up neatly on the parade ground, Ravinire and his lackey Grasswing there too. Grasswing looked like he was counting while Talyn stood off to the side with Ravinire, Theac hovering nearby. The day remained hot, but stormy grey clouds on the eastern horizon presaged rain sooner rather than later.

      None of them noticed Cuinn landing—a strong sign of how unsettled they were—so he lingered, wanting to get a read on the situation before intervening. He was angry enough that Ravinire had summoned his wing without telling him, but if it was worse than that…

      “What’s this about, sir?” Talyn’s voice was clear, confident. “The wing is all here, you don’t need to go and count them.”

      “There was an incident at the docks late last night.” Ravinire’s voice was hard as stone. “Cargo belonging to the royal family was stolen from a ship by the Shadowhawk.”

      Cuinn checked the urge to reveal his presence as shock rippled through him. The Shadowhawk had been active the entire time the Wolves had been in existence and they’d never been called out like this before. Why now?

      If Talyn was worried, she didn’t sound it. Only annoyance edged her not-quite-polite-enough tone. “I don’t like the insinuation that my wing had anything to do with that,” she said evenly. “I would know if any of them were involved with the Shadowhawk.”

      “I agree.” Ravinire’s voice had gone ice cold.

      “Then why turn them all out like this? I expect you to trust my word when I tell you they’re all here, sir.”

      “And I am your superior officer,” Ravinire snapped. “I shouldn’t have to point out that you are not a princess in this country, Captain Dynan. It is not your job to involve yourself in the struggles of the human population.”

      “I’m aware of that. We’ve had this conversation before.”

      “Yes, we have,” he said coldly. “And I thought we understood each other.”

      “Sir, I’m confused. Do you actually have any evidence that members of my wing are involved in the Shadowhawk’s activities?”

      “That’s irrelevant. If I see fit to question you, or do a head count of your wing, I will.”

      She was angry. It leapt clear across the intervening space to Cuinn, and probably the song mages amongst the Wolves, if they were paying attention.

      Ravinire seemed to pick up on it too. “If I were you, I wouldn’t forget what happened to your grandparents. The protection of Prince Cuinn is your only job here in Mithranar,” he said tightly. “I suggest you focus on that.”

      Cuinn’s own temper sparked then, and he’d abruptly had enough of standing in the background. But Talyn’s fury was increasing, and she was already retorting as Cuinn began walking towards them.

      “I’m trying to protect him, sir,” she said stiffly. “But I wonder exactly how far you’d like me to go in protecting him, for example, from his eldest brother, who would be more than happy if Prince Cuinn ended up dead.”

      Theac was the first to notice Cuinn approaching, and he straightened, looking momentarily worried. Cuinn sent him a touch of reassurance with his magic.

      “You go too far,” Ravinire snapped, fury radiating from his rigid stance. “Your position can be terminated at any time, Captain Dynan. Talon Parksin could quite easily replace you. Press any further, and you will be expelled from this country today.”

      At those words, Cuinn’s simmering anger broke into white-hot fury and he quickened his strides, simultaneously gathering his magic. “Ravinire!” he snapped.

      Talyn and Ravinire both turned to stare at him in astonishment, both having been too focused on their argument to have noticed him.

      “Your Highness.” Ravinire bowed his head politely.

      “Talyn Dynan is captain of my protective wing,” Cuinn said coldly, keeping the words measured, controlled, lacing them with magic. “If you threaten her with dismissal again without seeking permission from me, I will have you summarily removed from your position and expelled from the WingGuard. Are we clear?”

      Ravinire performed a visible double-take at Cuinn’s sudden assertiveness. Satisfaction curled through him. A second later the Falcon’s temper sparked, burning against his magic—no doubt at being spoken to like that by someone he’d always regarded as a weak-willed fool. “Your Highness, I am the Falcon. It is my responsibility to manage the dismissal of WingGuard officers.”

      Cuinn’s lip curled. And then he threw his gathered magic at the man, not even needing to use his voice as he cowed Ravinire until the winged man took a full step back, shaken, shoulders hunched. Cuinn was so angry he barely registered Ravinire’s emotions—he was throwing so much magic at the Falcon there was hardly any room for them to leak out.

      When the man dropped to his knees, Cuinn let go. Talyn stared between them, stunned, as Ravinire slowly came back to his feet, looking more shaken than Cuinn had ever seen him.

      “You forget which of us is the Falcon and which is the Acondor prince here, Ravinire,” Cuinn said. “Don’t you dare challenge me.”

      “Your Highness.” Ravinire swallowed. “I apologise for my words.”

      “So you should,” Cuinn said. “Captain Dynan’s performance since arriving here has been beyond reproach. As has the performance of the Wolves. Next time you feel the urge to turn them all out and accuse them of something they haven’t done, discuss it with me first.”

      “Yes, Your Highness,” Ravinire gritted out.

      “Get out and take Grasswing with you.”

      Ravinire had been thoroughly defeated by Cuinn’s display of strength, but he was not a stupid man, and Cuinn had made a mistake by dropping his soft façade in his defence of the Wolves. Sickening realisation crossed the Falcon’s face as he glanced between Talyn and Cuinn. His wings sagged, skin turning grey.

      “It’s you, isn’t it?” he whispered in horror. “You’re all involved?”

      “No, we’re not,” Talyn said flatly. Her cool mask was back, calm and controlled. “And you have no evidence of anything.”

      He swallowed, straightened his shoulders. “I have to report you.”

      “You do that, and we’ll all be dead within a week,” Cuinn said softly. Once again he wrapped his magic around Ravinire, sure and strong. “Think about that, Falcon. Think about the kind of Mithranar you want to live in, and whether the death of Captain Dynan, myself, and all my Wolves will get you that world.”

      Ravinire’s eyes flicked between them again, expression pale and sick. Without saying anything further, he turned and left.

      “Captain?” Cuinn caught her attention from where she stared after Ravinire’s retreating figure. “I’ll make sure this doesn’t happen again.”

      Worry flickered in her eyes. “He knows.”

      “He guesses. But he doesn’t have any proof.”

      She stepped closer, and he almost smiled at her conflicting emotions—she wasn’t sure whether to be furious or impressed with him. “What possessed you to do that? I had the situation under control.”

      “It’s time to stop hiding and pretending,” he said simply. “Do you know what I realised this morning, lying there with you curled up asleep in my arms? I don’t fear anything as much as I fear going back to the pretence of weak, playboy Prince Cuinn. So it’s time to shed the glamour. If Mithanis comes for me… well, I have sixty highly trained warriors to keep me safe.”

      Something in his face and voice, his determination, or maybe the lack of the debilitating fear that had always been there, seemed to register with her. She nodded slowly. “And a Ciantar, Prince Cuinn.”

      His smile was blinding. “And a Ciantar.”

      There was a cleared throat, then bootsteps as Theac came over. “Everything okay?”

      Cuinn glanced at Talyn.

      Theac read their expressions, his own turning grim. “The Falcon knows, doesn’t he?”

      “He guesses.” Talyn let out a breath. “Cuinn interrupted him trying to fire me and lost his temper, rather spectacularly. It’s safe to say Ravinire is starting to question the foolish prince façade.”

      Both of their worry hit Cuinn and he winced. “We’re going to be fine. I’m not going to waltz into Mithanis’s chambers and demand a duel. I’m just going to start acting more like myself… the real me. It’s long past time.”

      “Your Highness.” Theac bowed, then gestured to the Wolves, still gathered and pretending not to stare. “I doubt they heard much of that, but it will have been pretty clear what was going on.”

      “The song mages will have read a lot too,” Cuinn murmured. He’d probably just revealed himself to more than just Ravinire.

      Which gave him an idea. A really good idea.

      “What?” Talyn read his change in expression and gave him a suspicious look.

      He grinned at her. “It’s time for Queencouncil, that’s all. Who’s on my detail this morning?”

      “Corrin’s unit,” Theac said. “I’ll get them.” He strode off.

      “We’ll be fine, Captain,” Cuinn murmured. Her worry hadn’t faded much.

      She took a deep breath and the emotion vanished, buried beneath her mask. “We should probably talk about—”

      “Your Highness!” Corrin bowed, his detail only a few steps behind him. “Talon Parksin says we’re going to Queencouncil?”

      “That’s right. Let’s walk there. It’s a lovely morning for it.” Cuinn smiled, then winked at Talyn. “We’ll talk soon, Captain.”

      His heart thudded a little as he walked away, Wolves surrounding him.

      Brave words aside, they’d just entered extremely dangerous territory.

      

      Cuinn pushed open the doors to the Queencouncil chamber, Corrin at his left shoulder, his Wolf detail immediately deploying around the room. Rain cascaded in a curtain down the side of the room with no wall—they’d barely made it under cover before the downpour had started.

      “Keep a close eye out,” he told the young Wolf in an undertone.

      “Always do,” Corrin assured him, green gaze already scanning the room in such a perfect imitation of Talyn that Cuinn almost smiled, despite the gravity of what he was doing. She’d made warriors of these humans, and he truly believed that none of the winged folk, Ravinire included, understood that.

      Good.

      The table in the centre of the room held the usual attendees. Ravinire was there, sickly pale, refusing to look at Cuinn. Who knew what the song mages in the room made of the Falcon’s demeanour. His mother gave Cuinn a pointed look, communicating clearly she had no patience for any antics today. Azrilan smirked. Mithanis heaved an annoyed sigh as Cuinn slid into a chair at the table. “You’re late.”

      “Sorry, but there’s a reason for it. I’m here with a request.”

      “And that would be?” Mithanis asked.

      “I want you to give me responsibility for hunting down what’s left of Vengeance.” Cuinn spoke as if he were commenting on the weather, leaving a beat once he finished for them to process what he’d said.

      His mother sighed in irritation. “Cuinn, what foolishness is this?”

      “I’m serious,” he said. “I told you I wanted to do more to help, to pull my weight. I’d like you to give me this responsibility.”

      The councillors goggled. Cuinn, his brothers, and their mother ignored them, their attention only on each other.

      “And what makes you think for a second you’re capable of hunting down a criminal gang?” Genuine disbelief coloured Mithanis’ voice.

      “Any more than the WingGuard, who have failed miserably at it so far?” Cuinn shot a contempt-filled look at Ravinire—at whom he was still furious, how dare he threaten Talyn—then looked back to his brother. “To cover for his inadequacy, Ravinire called my Wolves out this morning to do a headcount, suspecting them of having something to do with what happened last night merely because some of them are human.” Cuinn paused. “It gave me an idea. I think they’re better suited to hunting a human criminal gang than Falcons.”

      Mithanis’ shoulders relaxed slightly. “Ah, so you intend to outsource your rabble of a guard.”

      “Your Highness, I really don’t think this is a good idea.” Ravinire spoke out, still avoiding Cuinn’s eyes. “We can’t be sure members of the Wolves aren’t connected to this criminal gang.”

      “Because they’re human?” Cuinn asked, an edge to his voice. “I’ve already made it clear I don’t appreciate you seeking to blame my Wolves because you and your Falcons have so far failed to find a single gang member since they escaped their compound.”

      “The Falcon has been protecting this country since you were a child, Cuinn. While you’ve been doing what?” His mother’s voice was cool and sharp. To be expected. After all, Ravinire was her man—probably the one person she could count on whose loyalty was to her and not her powerful eldest son. Especially since Anrun Windsong had been dispatched back to the icy north.

      A moment’s fear took hold—what would she do if Ravinire told her what he suspected, that her own son was the Shadowhawk? Would he meet the same fate as Talyn’s family? Or would she find some less permanent means of dealing with him? Cuinn wasn’t sure… and the fact he couldn’t be sure of his own mother hurt, more than he cared to admit. But he wasn’t letting that fear back in. So he pushed it away and continued.

      “Point taken.” He inclined his head. “But who protected me when Vengeance came for you, Mother? My Wolves. So give me this job. Allow me to start sharing my load of the responsibility.”

      His mother’s gaze sought his, searching, clearly seeking to see whether this was just another game of his. He allowed his magic to seep out, showing her his sincerity and the depth of his determination. It surprised her, unsettled her too. She glanced briefly at Mithanis, then back to him. “All right, Cuinn.”

      “You have a month,” Mithanis interjected. “To demonstrate you’re taking this seriously and come up with some results. Otherwise the responsibility goes back to the Falcon.”

      Their mother’s face tightened—she didn’t like Mithanis usurping her authority in making the unilateral decision—but she said nothing. Cuinn merely smiled. “Fair enough.”

      Across the table, he caught Azrilan’s eye. His brother gave him a little nod—he wasn’t sure whether it was condescension or genuine approval. Either way, he acknowledged Azrilan with a wink.

      His brother winked back.
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      Once drill was over—an air of unease hanging over the Wolves like a pall following Ravinire’s inspection—Talyn gathered with her talons in the common room. The queen was holding a formal dinner for the Queencouncil families that evening, and they needed to discuss the logistics of Cuinn’s detail.

      Heavy rainfall hammered on the roof as they talked. Talyn was half-focused on the conversation, half trying to juggle the multitude of worries on her mind. Not the least of which was the potential implications of what had happened between her and Cuinn the previous night, including the fact that despite all of those implications, she wanted it to happen again. Wanted him.

      That then led to a plummeting sensation in her chest that she was pretty sure was terror. Untangling that was too difficult to contemplate, so she then forced her thoughts back to what to do now that Cuinn had essentially outed himself to the Falcon.

      “Captain?” Halun’s deep voice broke her reverie.

      “I’m sorry.” She shook her head, dragging herself back to the present. “What were you saying?”

      “Theac was proposing a double guard for the dinner tonight, and we agree. My detail has the next two days off, so I’m happy for us to join Tiercelin’s detail tonight.”

      “I agree.” She nodded. “Do it.”

      Theac looked at her. “And you and I will be there as guests too.”

      “Since when are we going as guests?” She frowned.

      Her second gave her a frustrated glance. “As I said earlier, all WingGuard captains from the protection flight have been invited—that’s normal for an event like this, the queen likes to go all out for her most powerful lords. Some talons have been included too.”

      Tiercelin gave her a strange look. “Captain, is there something on your mind?”

      “Nothing more than the obvious.” She managed a smile. “I apologise for being distracted. The plan for tonight sounds solid. Well done, all of you.”

      The door to the outside suddenly pushed open. Corrin appeared, Cuinn just behind him. Both had rain-dampened hair and clothes, despite the cloaks they held over their heads. Talyn’s gaze went straight to Corrin, whose green eyes were alight, his lean form trembling with energy.

      “Dare I ask?” she said, rising to her feet.

      Cuinn flashed her a smile before turning to Corrin. “The rest of the detail aren’t out in the rain, are they?”

      “Liadin is, because it’s his job to watch from above,” Corrin said without guilt. “We don’t compromise for weather, Your Highness.”

      Talyn gave Corrin an approving look as Theac cleared his throat. “Can we help you with something, Prince Cuinn?”

      “I’ve just come from Queencouncil,” he said, all business. “I requested that we be given responsibility for hunting down what remains of Vengeance. My mother and Mithanis gave their approval.”

      A beat of silence. Talyn and Theac glanced at each other.

      “We?” Talyn asked.

      “The Wolves,” he clarified. “The WingGuard has been useless so far, and I thought if we got royal approval, we have carte blanche to go after them any way we see fit. As long as we get results, my brother won’t care how we do it.”

      She stared at him. “You’re looking to establish cover for the Wolves operating down in Dock City. Because if we’re down there instead of the WingGuard...”

      “The Shadowhawk network is protected,” Halun finished for her. “And we don’t have to hide the fact we’re going after Vengeance.”

      “Exactly.” Cuinn beamed in satisfaction. His eyes flicked briefly to hers, communicating the same thing she was thinking. He’d done more than that. He’d found a way to devote significant resources to hunting and destroying a group that potentially threatened Mithranar, without exposing the Callanan informant’s information.

      After a moment’s shocked silence, Theac cleared his throat. “We can do that, Your Highness.”

      “We get through tonight’s dinner first,” Talyn said to her talons. “And then tomorrow, we’ll start planning.”

      The atmosphere in the room became charged, excited. Cuinn was letting the Wolves loose for the first time and they couldn’t wait. She tried to keep the fear buried because she knew she couldn’t hold them back forever.

      “I’d like a moment with Captain Dynan if you don’t mind?” Cuinn said. “And then I’ve got to get to lunch with Irial.”

      “We’ll be waiting outside, Your Highness,” Corrin said, and disappeared through the outside door. The others saluted with far more vigour than usual, then left via the internal door through to the kitchens, no doubt intent on lunch before the afternoon’s training.

      Once they were gone, a thick silence descended. Talyn was trying to work out what to say when he beat her to it.

      “I won’t stay long,” he said. “But I wanted to talk to you, to make things clear. When I woke this morning, you were sleeping. You looked so peaceful I didn’t have the heart to wake you. I didn’t leave because what happened between us was some brief interlude I’ll promptly forget about.”

      “Oh.” She swallowed. She hadn’t thought that—it was impossible to think that after what had happened between them. His magic had made it abundantly clearly how much what was happening meant to him during every moment of their encounter, and she doubted she’d been hiding much either—it hadn’t been possible to hold back. But that he’d thought to reassure her…

      “I also wanted to make it clear that what happened last night was very… precious to me, Talyn.” He held her gaze. “I know that it’s different for you, because of everything you’ve been through, because of who you are. I also know that there are many important reasons that a relationship between us can’t happen. But we agreed we would be honest with each other and so there it is.”

      She let out a breath, gaze dropping to the floor. “You’re making this very easy on me. I’m not sure I deserve that.”

      He was there suddenly, one hand framing her cheek. “You deserve everything,” he whispered. He pressed a warm kiss to her forehead, lingering there as if he couldn’t bear to move away. She fought the urge to reach out and draw him closer.

      “It meant something to me too,” she whispered, swallowing. “But if we keep going down that path, it will only end in heartache for both of us. Because of who we are, there’s no future in it.” Even if she might be starting to wish there was.

      “I would never want to cause you pain. Not after…” He took a deep, shaky breath, then stepped away from her. “As for what I said earlier, about not hiding anymore. I don’t intend to be reckless or foolish about it. For as long as I can, I’ll work to keep Mithanis from seeing me as a threat. But the playboy prince is gone.”

      Talyn cleared her throat, tried to return to some semblance of rational thought. “I’m glad for you, that you’ve reached a place where you feel strong enough to do this. And you know we’re here to keep you safe.”

      “No protest,” he murmured. “You trust me to do this.”

      “Without hesitation.” Their gazes met, held.

      Again, it was Cuinn turning away, this time heading for the door. “I’ll see you at dinner tonight, Captain?”

      She tried to smile, failed. “I’ll be there.”

      As the door closed behind him, she found herself frozen there. “Sari?”

      “Tal?”

      “I wish you were here.”

      “This isn’t something you need me for. It’s something you need to work through for yourself.”

      “I know that. But I always felt stronger, clearer, when you were around.”

      “I still am,” Sari whispered. “And the truth is… it breaks my non-existent heart to think you’d never have met him, known him, if I had lived.”

      That was too much. Too soon. Too painful.

      She fled her thoughts and went to join the training Wolves.

      

      The dinner was stuffy and overwhelmingly boring. Talyn was glad that Theac was beside her to talk to, or she was afraid she might have fallen asleep somewhere in the midst of it. It brought back memories of some of the court events she’d had to attend during her time in Ryathl—and this time she didn’t have Leviana or Ariar around for entertainment.

      Instead they were seated at a table with other WingGuard captains. Astonishingly, three of the winged men had offered a polite nod to Theac and Talyn when they’d first sat down—Strongswoop being one of them. And when Theac had commented on the rich flavour of the fish served as an earlier course, one of the captains had asked whether Theac fished much, and if he could offer his thoughts on the best locations to fish in Feather Bay.

      Cuinn was at a table with his mother and brothers and Queencouncil lords. It was quite a distance away, but Theac and Talyn had made sure to seat themselves where they had a direct and clear view to the prince.

      When a gaggle of winged women descended on the prince of song, Talyn rolled her eyes and turned her attention to the food before her. It was well-made and flavourful, but she wasn’t overly hungry. Too much had happened. Too many thoughts careening through her head for something so mundane as hunger to make an appearance.

      “I can’t decide whether to be impressed or worried by his sudden change in behaviour,” Theac murmured at her side.

      She glanced up, surprised. The women were leaving Cuinn’s table, expressions of disappointment and annoyance on their faces. She couldn’t help the twinge of relief she felt, even though she was horrified at herself for even thinking about being jealous.

      “Do you think we have to worry about Ravinire tonight?” Theac asked.

      “No.” She considered. “If Ravinire was going to go straight to the queen, he would have done it and we’d all be dead or arrested by now. No, he’s weighing his choice. We have to worry about what that choice will be, and when he will make it, but it won’t be tonight.”

      “I feel the same,” he grumbled. “Which means I’d much rather be in my warm bed right now.”

      “With your beautiful wife, of course,” Talyn teased, laughing when Theac scowled. “Married life seems to suit you, Theac.”

      His face softened. “Maybe Prince Cuinn should consider it. If he chose a bride from a powerful family, it would be support for him against his brothers.”

      He’d tried that. Mithanis had killed Raya. Talyn shuddered, imagining the pain Cuinn must have felt. Knowing it all too well.

      “I don’t see Prince Cuinn settling down with one woman,” she said lightly, ignoring how the idea of Cuinn with any woman but her made her insides squeeze. Ugh. She rolled her eyes at herself.

      Theac glanced at her. “Now he’s even got you buying his act, Captain.”

      She sighed sheepishly. “All right. Fine. Although neither the queen nor Mithanis would approve Cuinn marrying anyone from a powerful family. Never going to happen.” She didn’t mention what Cuinn had told her about his mother planning a match for him with the Montagni princess. It had been clear that wasn’t for any ears but hers.

      “When do you think the betrothal will happen?” Sari roused. “It’s been well over a month since he told you about it.”

      “What if he did it without their approval?” Theac asked at the same time.

      Ignoring Sari so she could give Theac her full attention, Talyn put her fork down, frowning. “What are you getting at?”

      “With the right support, Cuinn has a shot at—”

      “Stop!” She cut over him before he could say the words. “And remember where we are.”

      The conversation around them was loud, and Theac had been practically whispering, but even so those words were far too dangerous to be spoken aloud.

      He scowled, but nodded. “Sometimes I forget you have another home to go back to,” he said, turning to his food. “I wonder if you ever consider what it would mean to Mithranar to have a better person sitting its throne.”

      She made no reply to that, attacking her food with a vengeance.
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      The Wolves patrolled Dock City every night for the next two weeks. Talyn didn’t think it would be as easy as Vengeance showing themselves to the patrols, but for a start she wanted a visible presence on the streets. Her hope was that it might deter any further murders, or at the very least make them difficult to undertake without being caught.

      And while they patrolled, the Wolves spoke to those they passed on the streets, seeking information about unusual behaviour or people in the city. Again, they didn’t get much—Vengeance were too smart to betray themselves to anyone that would talk to the Wolves—but the patrols were a cover for where they were getting their real information.

      The Shadowhawk.

      Talyn went out with Cuinn as the Shadowhawk every night. Slowly, steadily, with messages moving back and forth through his network, added to the occasional bit of info Talyn received from Savin, they began to unravel what remained of Vengeance in Dock City.

      Within days, based on a snippet Cuinn obtained from an information broker he used named Navis, they had their first arrests—two Vengeance members, escaped slaves from Montagn, hiding out in an abandoned building in the Poor Quarter. Talyn, along with several Falcons sent by Ravinire and Mithanis, tried to interrogate them, but they refused to say anything.

      Two nights later, thanks to Petro, they found a supply stash of masks and weapons hidden under floorboards in another safehouse, and cleared it all out.

      The following morning, Cuinn took the lot to Queencouncil, dumping it on the table before the astonished stares of his family and the council members. For her part, Talyn dutifully reported to Ravinire each morning, outlining in detail their activities of the night before, and attributing all their information to the patrolling Wolves.

      After a week, following more information from Navis, they arrested three men and a woman hiding out in an empty warehouse in the Dock Quarter.

      The prince of night had no idea the Shadowhawk was the one finding all the information that allowed them to have these small wins against Vengeance. But it was inarguable that the Wolves were having far more success than the WingGuard.

      “If we’re not careful, he’ll send us after the Shadowhawk next.” Theac scowled one night.

      She chuckled, but it made her think. Maybe they should slow their progress.

      But there had been no more tawncat murders. And the next night they cleared a safehouse and sent seven Vengeance members to the City Patrol jail.

      Talyn walked into the Patrol headquarters the following afternoon to find two Falcons beating one of the prisoners with fists and boots. The man was curled up on the floor, blood pouring from his nose, both eyes swollen and closed. Her attempts to intervene fell on deaf ears and a later summons from Ravinire warned her to cease obstructing the WingGuard attempts to interrogate the prisoners.

      “This isn’t why we arrested them,” she said in frustration as she and Cuinn walked the streets of the Poor Quarter that night. “Torture doesn’t work. Worse, it makes us as bad as they are. If the walls hadn’t been caving in around us during the ambush I wouldn’t have even considered torturing that man—and even though I did, half the information he gave us made no sense.”

      “The ironic thing is, we know a group that could help the mistreated prisoners escape Dock City,” Cuinn said with a little smile, but it faded quickly. “I’m glad I wasn’t there.”

      “Yeah, your song magic,” she said softly. “I feel responsible.”

      “We both should. But what other option is there? Let Vengeance continue to run free and murder innocent families?”

      “If they were behind that murder. There haven’t been any others since.”

      “Even if they weren’t, they aren’t going to stop coming after us,” he said quietly. “I can’t believe I’m the one saying this, but they put themselves in this position.”

      “I know. It’s just that…”

      “Back home your Callanan would treat these prisoners with fairness and respect, no matter what they’d done.” Cuinn glanced at her. “You find it hard being here.”

      “I do,” she admitted.

      The words lay uneasily between them. They turned into a particularly narrow and pungent alleyway, and Cuinn stiffened suddenly.

      “What is it?”

      “This is where Saniya would always leave messages.” He pointed to a chalk mark on the wall. It looked fresh. “She wants to meet.”

      Talyn looked at Cuinn, smiled grimly. “Then we’ll meet. And we’ll bring fifty Wolves with us.”

      

      A series of messages went back and forth, setting the meeting for two nights later. Talyn didn’t tell Ravinire, and Cuinn didn’t mention it to Mithanis either. Both wanted to see what Saniya had to say first.

      If there was a chance they could learn more about the planned Montagni invasion through meeting with the Vengeance leader, Talyn wanted to take that opportunity before Ravinire or Mithanis insisted she be arrested or killed. And she judged the risk to herself and Cuinn small—even if Saniya brought reinforcements, Talyn intended on bringing every Wolf not on guard duty. Petro’s people would keep an eye on the area the day before the meeting, making sure nobody planned an ambush.

      The night before the meeting found Talyn sitting in companionable silence with her talons in their common room, the door open to let in a vaguely cool evening breeze. A steaming cup of half-drunk tea sat beside the shift schedules Theac had prepared before leaving for the day to go home to his wife and family.

      Footsteps sounded as someone approached from the drill yard and Zamaril appeared in the door, carrying what looked like a letter.

      “You got the mail?” Corrin asked.

      “Just one for the captain.” Zamaril tossed it to her. She took it, recognised her mother’s handwriting, and tucked it away. The second she’d received since coming back to Mithranar, it no doubt held more subtle nudges that perhaps it was time to come home. She’d read it later.

      Andres rose soon after—his detail was about to go on shift—and on impulse, Talyn decided to join him. Tonight Cuinn was attending a dinner party, and she was keen to read the mood of the room for herself, check whether anyone looked unduly concerned about the prince of song’s recent change in behaviour.

      “Captain, a second?” Tiercelin followed her out the door.

      She waved Andres on and looked at her talon curiously. “Something wrong?”

      “Not at all. I just wanted to give you these.” He passed her a small jar of crushed plant-like material. “This combination of herbs works much better than the stuff you’ve been drinking. Tastes better too.”

      “What are you talking about?” She frowned.

      He gave her a look. “I’m a healer, Captain, and you expect me not to notice when you’re drinking a contraceptive tea?”

      “Oh.” She tucked the packet in her pocket, doing her best to not look awkward. “Thanks.”

      “Anytime.” He smiled. “I prepare it for other Wolves too. You know you can ask me about things like this? I am the wing’s healer, after all.”

      “You’re absolutely right.” She smiled, forcing away her discomfort. It wasn’t that Tiercelin knew she was sleeping with someone that made her uncomfortable, only the fear he might guess who it had been. She didn’t even know why she was still drinking the stuff. It had been more than a fortnight since she had been with Cuinn. “And I appreciate it. I’ll start using these from now on.”

      “At least once a day, or it won’t work,” he said, then saluted. “Night, Captain.”

      She jogged after Andres, catching up to him just as he and his detail arrived at the sprawling Swiftwing quarters on the western corner of the palace. They spread out in various directions while she and Andres took up positions by the door of the lounge where the guests were gathered.

      The party had already started, and the Wolves previously on duty filed out past Talyn, wishing her and Andres a good night. Halun punched the much smaller man good-naturedly in the shoulder, sending him almost careening into the wall. Talyn hid her smile.

      When Cuinn caught sight of her, he came straight over. Andres moved discreetly away to take up position out of hearing distance.

      “I didn’t know you were on duty, Captain. Is something wrong?” Cuinn asked.

      “No, just checking in, keeping sharp,” she said, then asked hopefully, “You going to sing tonight?”

      His smile matched hers. “For you, anything. Besides, it’ll help me avoid Irial. He won’t stop asking questions about what’s going on with me, and while I’m not going to get drunk and ogle all the women in the room like usual, if I sing it should allay at least some of his curiosity.”

      “You should spend time with Annae instead, she’s the nicer one.” Talyn’s mouth quirked.

      “She’s not the one reporting to Mithanis on me,” Cuinn said. “Best to keep Irial close.”

      Talyn’s mouth opened in surprise, but Cuinn was already gone, weaving back through the room toward the harpsichord in the corner.

      Andres came over, his voice a murmur. “The winged folk have noticed the change in him. He’s different. Still non-threatening. But different. Irial’s not the only one asking questions.”

      “That’s why I wanted to join you tonight. See for myself.” She’d heard similar from the other talons as well.

      “What’s the endgame, Captain?”

      Talyn glanced at Andres. His gaze was on the room, watching Cuinn carefully, but his voice was serious, almost grim. “What do you mean?”

      “He’s decided to drop the mask. That’s fine. But then what? He still can’t effect change here, not unless he outright challenges Mithanis. Not unless he—”

      “Never aloud,” she cut him off.

      “You know what I’m asking,” Andres persisted.

      “I don’t have an answer for you. What you’re suggesting is impossible,” she said. “And he has his own way of helping, as you know.”

      “How long do you think he’ll be content with that?”

      Talyn just shook her head. She had no answer for that either. Fortunately, Cuinn began singing then, saving her from more difficult questions.

      She and Andres stood there, half their attention on the area around Cuinn, the rest delighting in his beautiful music.

      

      Theac approached Talyn after the wall run the next day. They’d set the morning aside for paperwork and a discussion about how the individual details were running.

      “Thought we could talk a moment before we get started on the work, Captain,” he said gruffly as they took seats in the common room.

      “About tonight? I think we’re pretty well sorted, unless something worries you?” she asked. They’d already had a long conversation with the talons to plan for the meeting with Saniya. “I’d rather not talk about it too much up here.”

      He cleared his throat. “No, it’s not that. I just wanted to make sure everything is all right with you. Zamaril told me you received an important-looking letter last night.”

      A rush of affection for the grizzled old warrior swept through her. He was worried about her. “I’m fine, thanks, Theac.”

      “Are you sure?” he asked. “I remember what happened last time you received a letter from home.”

      Her heart clenched at the same memory—the news of her father’s impending death. She swallowed and pushed that memory away. “It was a letter from my mother,” she explained. “She was asking after me, giving me news from home, and dropping in a few not-so-subtle hints that it might be time to return. Which I will ignore when I write back.” She nudged him teasingly. “Were you worried?”

      “I think you belong here, Captain, pardon my saying,” Theac burst out. “Despite all the troubles, you’re loved here. Loved and respected. This is your home as much as the Twin Thrones is.”

      Talyn stilled in astonishment at his heartfelt words.

      “I didn’t mean any offence.” He cleared his throat. “Figured I’d say my piece, maybe you’d consider my advice.”

      Tears pricked at Talyn’s eyes. “I don’t know what to say to that, except that, well… you, the Wolves, you’re why I want to stay.”

      “Just want to make sure you’re happy, Captain.”

      She smiled and punched him lightly in the arm. “Now you’re getting all mushy on me.”

      He glowered at her and fell silent. She couldn’t wipe the smile from her face.

      

      “Third door on the left.” Cuinn—cloaked and masked as the Shadowhawk—stepped out of the shadows on the corner of the alley as Talyn approached. She had her daggers out, one in each hand, spinning them idly as an outlet for her anticipatory restlessness.

      “You snuck out okay?” she asked quietly.

      “No problems. Corrin’s detail is making it look like I’m in the tower.”

      “Then let’s do this.”

      A bright moon was out, casting the alley in a silvery glow. The air was thick and dank, the damp scent of the earlier downpour still in the air. The shadows were still and watchful.

      She’d spoken with Petro on the way in—his people reported no unusual movement around the meeting site. Despite that, Wolves surrounded the area. In the sky above. In each and every alley leading to this small house. On the roof across the street. If Vengeance tried anything, they were going to be very, very surprised. And overmatched.

      Cuinn was solid at her side, not a trace of fear showing, and she glanced up with a smile before pushing open the door and walking through.

      Saniya stood in the opposite corner of the empty room. A single lit lantern hung from the roof between them, casting a warm glow on the interior. A steady drip from a hole in the roof was the only sound. Her eyes widened slightly when she saw Talyn. “Hello, Cousin.”

      “Saniya.” Talyn kept her voice even, ignoring the twinge she felt at the moniker. It was hard to reconcile that this woman was both her father’s niece, family, yet also a woman who’d been the cause of so much violence and damage.

      Saniya’s cool gaze flicked between Talyn and Cuinn. “I was curious about why the Shadowhawk asked me to help you, the captain of a WingGuard wing. And now it appears you’re working with him. How interesting.”

      “The queen ordered Prince Cuinn’s wing to assist in hunting you down—she thought given most of the Wolves are human, they might have better luck than the Falcons,” Talyn said. “I asked the Shadowhawk for help, since he knows these streets better than any of us.”

      A soft laugh. “Well, sending your Wolves after us is the first halfway clever idea our Acondor queen has ever had.”

      Cuinn shifted, voice faintly bored as he spoke. “Why did you ask to meet?”

      “I want to call truce,” she said flatly.

      Talyn scoffed. “You tried to kill us. You murdered innocent people. And now you want a truce? Unless you’ve got something more interesting to say, we’re seconds away from arresting you and taking you to the Falcon.”

      Saniya’s face tightened, anger flashing in her dark blue Ciantar eyes. “You’re so cocky, Talyn Dynan. You think you know everything.”

      “Why a truce?” Cuinn asked quietly.

      A beat of thick silence. Then, something slipped from those rigid shoulders. Saniya’s voice sagged with defeat when she finally spoke. “You have us, okay? You win. Now all I want is for what’s left of my people, my work, to make it out of this.”

      Anger swept through Talyn. “If you think I’m going to give up now, and let you live to thrive and come at us again—”

      “We won’t.” Saniya cut her off. “Agree to the truce and we’ll leave you alone. You have my word.”

      “What about my network?” Cuinn asked.

      “That wasn’t us.” Saniya’s gaze shifted from Cuinn to Talyn and back. “We don’t murder innocent children.”

      “You really expect us to believe that?” Cuinn shook his head.

      “You can believe me or not, I don’t care.” Saniya turned to Talyn. “But someone sure was keen to make you extra motivated to come after us, weren’t they? Killing an innocent family was a stroke of genius when you think about it from that perspective.”

      “You’re saying you were framed?” Scepticism filled Talyn’s voice. Not all of it was genuine. She’d never been sure Vengeance were behind the recent murders, and Saniya’s words made a chilling amount of sense.

      Saniya’s expression hardened. “You’ve been getting help these past two weeks, haven’t you? Little bits of critical information that all happen to be accurate, forcing me into this corner.”

      Talyn shared a look with Cuinn.

      Shit.

      Saniya’s shoulders firmed. “You leave us alone, we leave you, your Wolves, the Shadowhawk, and your precious prince alone. Deal?”

      “I want more than that.” Talyn shook her head. “I want to know who’s helping you, where you got that izerdia from and who your contacts in Montagn are.”

      Saniya’s eyes flashed. “I’m not exposing the rest of my network to be hunted down by you or the Falcons.”

      “Then no deal,” Talyn said simply. “You give me what I want, or we arrest you now and take you to the Falcon. I’m sure you’ve heard what the Falcon interrogation methods are like—you’ll spill that information to someone. I’d prefer it was me.”

      Another long moment of silence. Talyn wondered if Cuinn was using his song magic to influence Saniya to talk, but it was impossible to tell, his Shadowhawk glamour firmly in place.

      Saniya eventually let out a bitter laugh. “I’m proud, but I’m not stupid. I know when I’m beaten. I’ll give you the identity of the man that’s been… in our ear, helping, encouraging, giving us resources. I give you that, and swear to leave you alone, and we have a deal.”

      “And what makes you think Captain Dynan is going to let you walk out of here in exchange for one name, after everything you’ve done?” the Shadowhawk drawled.

      “Because she’s my cousin.” Saniya looked directly at her. “And I ask it of you on behalf of both our fathers.”

      “I’ve already saved your life once on that score,” Talyn said quietly. But Runye had sacrificed his life for Trystaan, and in her bones, Talyn knew what her father would want her to do here. So… “Ask it of me again, and there will be no more reprieves.”

      “I know that.”

      Talyn looked at Cuinn. She couldn’t make this decision without his approval. It had been him Saniya had come after, Saniya he’d worked with all these years not knowing who and what she was.

      “Your call, Captain,” he said softly. “She’s your family.”

      “This is what you’ve been after, Tal. With this name, you’ll have the Montagni link—from there you can work to unravel the whole thing and use that to warn Queen Sarana.”

      And then Mithranar would at least be able to prepare to defend itself.

      “Give me the name, tell me everything I want to know about him, and I’ll let you walk away,” she said softly. “Kill one more person, even try to harm one more person in Dock City, and the deal is off. I will kill you without hesitation.”

      Saniya’s gaze shifted from Talyn to Cuinn. “He found us through you, Shadowhawk.”

      “Who?” Cuinn’s voice turned to granite.

      “The information peddler. Navis. He came to us just over a year ago, said he could give us a way to properly fight back. He helped us with the break-in at the palace and told us where the izerdia would be. He said it would be a test run, for going after the queen. When we were spotted so quickly, we changed our plans and decided to wait for her to travel to Sparrow Island.” Saniya’s gaze shifted to Talyn. “And he made it clear you were to be left alone.”

      “Where is he now?” Talyn snapped.

      “In the wind. Our relationship… broke down. We weren’t his puppets, and when he realised that, he decided we were no longer any use to him.”

      “Who does he work for?” Talyn asked.

      “Don’t know.”

      “Not Prince Mithanis?” Cuinn probed.

      Saniya shot him a look like that was the stupidest thing she’d ever heard. “Not as far as I know.”

      “Why did he want to protect Captain Dynan?”

      “Not a clue.” Saniya smiled without warmth. “But us going after you in Darmour was one of the key reasons for the relationship ending, Cousin. He was severely unhappy about it. But like I said, we don’t work for him.”

      Cuinn sucked a breath in, glanced at Talyn. In that look was everything she needed to know. Cuinn believed she was telling the truth.

      Talyn turned back to Saniya. “Go.”

      Saniya moved for the door, hesitating when neither of them made a move to stop her. “One more thing, Talyn, because of our fathers. We’re desperate, on the run, and we certainly don’t have access to a tame tawncat. If I were you, I’d think about who might want you to think we murdered that family. And why.”

      “And the murders of Goldfeather, Iceflight and Flightbreeze?” Talyn asked.

      Saniya gave a bitter laugh. “You saw how we came at you. Front on. We don’t mess around with tawncats and poison.”

      She was out the door without another word.

      Talyn let out a breath, trying to relax the rigidity in her shoulders. “I wish she hadn’t been… I would have liked to know her. She’s the only family I have here.”

      “The Saniya I knew before all this… you would have liked her a lot,” Cuinn murmured. “I did.”

      “Was she telling the truth?” Talyn changed the subject, turning to business.

      “Hard to tell for certain,” he said, guilt and regret rippling across his face. “But if I had to say, then yes. She hides her emotions well, but she’s a pretty direct person. She doesn’t play games or manipulate.”

      “What can you tell me about Navis?”

      “I started working with him about a year before you came here. I approached him after researching the information peddlers in Dock City. He seemed to have the best access to the things I needed to know.”

      “If Saniya was telling the truth, he used you to get access to her group.”

      He nodded, jaw rigid. “That’s two links to Vengeance I had absolutely no clue about.”

      “Captain?” Halun ducked his head in. “Everything okay?”

      “Yes. I let her go—it’s a long story. Tell the Wolves to stand down for tonight. We’ll need to discuss this later. Will you let the other talons know that all is well?”

      He nodded and withdrew.

      “I should go. Give Corrin and his detail a break from pretending I’m in my tower.” Cuinn offered her a smile, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Will you have the talon on my next detail pass on whatever you discuss tonight?”

      “I will.” She wished she could do it. Wanted to see him again. But she couldn’t. Not with Mithanis and the rest of the winged folk’s watchful gaze always there. “You doing all right?”

      “I’m tired,” he admitted. “But doing this, I feel better than I have in a long time.”

      He missed her too. It was in the emotion laden in his words, even though it cut off so suddenly it was obvious he was trying to keep it from her.

      “Do we really let Saniya go?” he asked before she could say anything. “After everything?”

      “My father would want me to,” she said softly. “And I wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for Runye’s sacrifice. But it has to be your decision too.”

      “If I believe anything of what she just said, if my magic is right, then she truly feels beaten,” Cuinn said. “And not just by us. I think she’s questioning a lot right now.”

      “I worry that if we give them an inch of breathing space, it might be a mistake we regret bitterly,” Talyn said.

      “We have Mithanis to consider too. He would never agree to letting up, he wants them all wiped out.”

      She was tired. They both were. As satisfying as their success had been, the past weeks had seen little sleep for any of them. “If Saniya stands by her word, then it’s going to appear as if Vengeance is gone. So we claim the victory and let it lie. But let’s sleep on it and consider with clearer minds. I’ll talk with the talons, get their thoughts. We’ll go from there.”

      A hint of a smile. “Sounds like a plan, Captain Dynan.”
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      After sneaking back from Dock City and checking in with Corrin, Cuinn sank into bed, his thoughts awhirl with the meeting they’d just had.

      Navis. He’d never trusted the man. But he’d never suspected this either. Guilt and bitterness were corrosive in his chest, making it hard to think clearly. At least now they knew. If he’d been the one grooming Vengeance, then he must be the agent in Dock City acting on behalf of Montagn.

      They had their link. Now they just had to work out how to use it to warn his mother.

      Jasper had been pacing the room—he never liked it when Cuinn went out as the Shadowhawk, as if he sensed his friend was in danger—but came to settle on the bed once it was clear Cuinn wasn’t leaving again. The tawncat at his feet helped him settle, as it always did, and despite the business of his thoughts he sank into a deep sleep.

      He didn’t wake until sunlight streamed through his windows.

      Tiercelin’s detail had taken over the guard shift and the talon was waiting for him downstairs, having already ordered breakfast from one of the palace’s servants. Cuinn gestured for Tiercelin to join him—he always protested, and Cuinn always insisted—and then began buttering some toast.

      “How are you feeling?” Tiercelin asked the same question he always did.

      “My back and leg feel absolutely fine, and I managed a few hours of decent sleep, so I’m good,” Cuinn answered. “You’ve spoken with Captain Dynan and the other talons?”

      “Not until a bit later. She wanted us to get some rest.”

      A knock came at the door. Renasa appeared from somewhere—Cuinn hadn’t even noticed the human Wolf standing guard nearby—and crossed to answer it.

      He shook his head. It was fortunate taking Talyn as his lover had turned out to be an impossible affair—there would have been no way for them to ever manage a moment alone without the Wolves knowing all about it. An ache rippled through him. He ignored it. It was enough. Enough just to have her there at his side, leading his Wolves, offering her advice and help, keeping him safe.

      Renasa opened his door, relaxing as he saw who it was, then stood back to wave Willir in.

      “Your Highness.” The boy straightened his shoulders. “Your mother would like to see you.”

      

      The queen of Mithranar was waiting for him in her sitting room, staring out a window drenched with water droplets, even though the rain had stopped earlier. Mithanis was there too, frowning over a parchment unrolled in his hands.

      “I was summoned?” Cuinn asked. There was no languid sigh or annoyed rolling of the eyes, not anymore. Now it was just a polite and deferential tone.

      Mithanis’s eyes snapped towards him. The prince of night had noticed, of course he had. But so far he had seemed more confused than threatened, as if he were still trying to work out what was going on with Cuinn.

      His mother turned towards him. “Thank you for coming so promptly.”

      “I aim to please.” His smile was there, but not as flippant as it had once been. “What is it?”

      “You’ve been doing well,” Mithanis said grudgingly. “The Vengeance gang is on its heels and from what I understand, the Wolves have broken the back of their strength. The council is pleased.”

      Mithanis’s gaze was dark on his, wondering. As had become more and more frequent, Cuinn sensed Mithanis’s power searching him out, trying to ascertain Cuinn’s true thoughts and feelings. Well-practiced, he employed his own magic to deflect Mithanis’s away.

      “Thank you,” Cuinn said, wondering if this was the first time in his life he’d actually pleased his elder brother. It was an odd feeling. He liked it, but didn’t want to. “Judging from the Wolves’ most recent patrol, the gang is all but gone. We’ll monitor for continued activity, of course, but we may have seen the last of Vengeance.”

      “The prisoners you’ve captured will be executed within the week,” Mithanis said, an air of satisfaction coming from him. “We’ll do it down in Dock City, outside Town Hall. Making an example of them should deter anyone else thinking to follow in their footsteps.”

      Cuinn winced internally. It’s not like he hadn’t known this was where the arrests would lead, and an argument could be made the Vengeance members deserved their fate. But they were still his people, and they deserved better from him.

      “Now that this is almost done I expect you to keep those Wolves to heel,” Mithanis added. “I don’t want them getting false ideas about their own importance.”

      Cuinn’s mouth quirked. “I will ensure they continue to be sensible of the fact they are mere humans, far inferior to their winged rulers.”

      Mithanis scowled, but their mother waved a hand before he could respond to Cuinn’s snide comment. “I received a letter from Ahara Venador yesterday,” she said. “He has formally agreed to the betrothal we proposed and has invited you to Arataire to meet his daughter.”

      His heart sank. Cuinn had half-hoped his mother had forgotten about the whole thing, or that maybe the ahara had turned her down. Maybe he could get Mithanis to do that. He frowned, looking at his elder brother. “Are you really in agreement with this plan to marry me off? You can’t be comfortable with the idea of me marrying a Montagni princess.”

      “I’m more than comfortable with you carrying greater responsibilities.” Mithanis met his gaze, jaw tensing slightly. “You’ve shown progress, and I’d like that to continue.”

      For a moment Cuinn wasn’t sure what to say. His magic read sincerity from his brother… but a hint of something else too. Impatience? No, not quite. Anticipation? Before he could work it out, his mother spoke.

      “As would I,” Sarana said coolly. “I will be writing back to the ahara today to accept his invitation. You’ll leave this week. Once you return, a wedding date can be set.”

      Despair surged, and not only because he had absolutely no desire to marry someone he’d never met. If his mother packed him off to Arataire now, that meant his Wolves would have to come, which meant they wouldn’t be able to track down Navis and his ties to whoever was pulling the strings in Montagn. “Mother, I really can’t—”

      “You will do as I say, Cuinn,” she said, anger rippling unexpectedly over her face. A little curl of his magic ran over her—she wasn’t angry at him. Not exactly. She was angry at his resistance. She wanted this for him. “I am queen, and my word is law. Mithranar needs this alliance, and you are otherwise useless to me.”

      That hurt, even though he understood why she thought it. He let the wince ripple over his face. “I’m warmed you think so highly of me.”

      “Kaeri Venador is beautiful, Az tells me,” Mithanis said. “So you should have no problem there.”

      “I would prefer to choose my own bride,” he muttered.

      His mother met his eyes unflinchingly. “You are a prince, you don’t get to choose anything. You will go to Montagn and court Princess Kaeri. Am I clear?”

      “Why aren’t we marrying Mithanis off?” Cuinn tried to avoid sounding petulant. “He’s the one that has to provide heirs, no?”

      “Mithanis is not the subject of this conversation.” Warning entering his mother’s voice.

      Their song magic wrapped Cuinn in their intent, loud and clear. The consequences would not be pleasant if he didn’t do this. He considered flat out refusing, making a stand here and now and to hell with the consequences. But then what? No, if he was going to make a stand he needed to do it with a clear plan in mind.

      Besides… going to Montagn might not be the worst thing in the world. It would give Talyn a chance to do her Callanan thing and investigate. Maybe she and Zamaril might be able to work together to get a read on how close the Montagni invasion was.

      Not to mention it would give him time to work out a way of escaping this marriage without negative repercussions.

      So he sighed in capitulation. “Very clear. If there’s nothing else?”

      “There is, actually.” His mother’s mouth tightened, and she flicked an unreadable glance Mithanis’s way. “After we announce your betrothal, I will formally state my intention to name my heir, and invite the court to the SkyReach to initiate the process.”

      Cuinn sucked in a breath. “I see.”

      “It’s long past time we all stopped pretending it will be anyone other than me,” Mithanis said. “Queencouncil support is a foregone conclusion.”

      “I agree.” Cuinn spoke politely but without his pretence of boredom. This shouldn’t shock him—it had always been inevitable.

      Mithanis’s dark eyes roved over Cuinn’s face, then he gave a little nod. “Have fun in Montagn, little brother. Take your friends with you. I’m sure Irial and his wife would enjoy another trip away.”

      Cuinn smiled, stepped away. “I’ll speak to them this afternoon.”

      

      Tiercelin waited outside, wings rustling in agitation, clearly anxious about the fact Cuinn had been in close proximity with Mithanis. The sight irritated Cuinn for no particular reason that he could pin down. “I’m fine, Tiercelin. My mother was in there. Mithanis is hardly going to assassinate me in front of her.”

      “You hope,” Tiercelin said darkly.

      He ignored that. “Tell Captain Dynan we’ll be leaving for the SkyReach in a few days. All the Wolves will come.”

      Tiercelin hesitated, frowning. “Is something wrong?”

      “Direct orders from my mother. I’m to visit Arataire at the ahara’s invitation. Pass the message on, please.”

      A rustle of wings sounded as Azrilan dropped out of the sky, cutting Tiercelin off before he could ask anything else. Instead the talon bowed his head and stepped away, leaving the brothers their privacy.

      Azrilan slung a companionable arm around Cuinn’s shoulders. “Congratulations on your betrothal, little brother.”

      “I’m not betrothed yet,” Cuinn muttered. “She might refuse.”

      Musical laughter pealed out. “No woman would refuse after taking a single look at your pretty face.” Azrilan let him go. “Sorry I can’t come with you. I asked, but Mithanis refused.”

      Cuinn smiled at Azrilan’s apologetic glance. “Of course he did.”

      “Can’t have his two younger brothers plotting nefarious things together in Arataire.” Azrilan winked.

      “As if.” Cuinn snorted.

      “Don’t look so glum,” Azrilan counselled. “You never know, marriage might suit you.”

      “She’d better be pretty, that’s all I can say,” Cuinn said out of habit, then abruptly felt guilty. Whether this princess was pretty or not, he didn’t want her. “Why is Mithanis so supportive of this anyway? It’s clearly all Mother’s idea.”

      Azrilan stopped walking. “I don’t know for certain, but if I had to guess? He’s gambling on the fact you’ll have human children… something that takes them out of contention for the throne. And you too, quite effectively.”

      Cuinn groaned. “I don’t want the throne. When’s he going to get that through his thick head?”

      “Here’s the thing about ambitious, paranoid people like our dearest brother.” Azrilan leaned closer. “They think everyone around them is as ambitious and paranoid as they are, no matter what they say.”

      “Even so, there are plenty of other human options to marry me off to other than the ahara’s only daughter,” Cuinn pointed out. “And what if one or more of our children are winged folk? Seriously, Az, what’s in this for Mithanis?”

      Azrilan shrugged, leaning back against the railing.

      “You know something,” Cuinn accused. A chill brushed over him. Mithanis was planning something. It was all over Azrilan’s face. “What is it?”

      Azrilan let out a breath. “You know how dangerous Mithanis is just as well as I do. Be careful not to assume he’s fine with Talyn Dynan being the daughter of Trystaan Ciantar.”

      “She had her wing buds cut out.” Cuinn gritted his teeth at the horror of that idea. Azrilan winced. “She’s no threat.”

      “Paranoid and ambitious, remember?”

      “You would tell me, if you knew he was up to something?” Cuinn asked uncertainly. He’d never truly known the answer to this question. Azrilan hadn’t warned him about Raya. But maybe he hadn’t known.

      “You’ll be fine.” Azrilan ignored the question. “Talk to my uncle if you run into any trouble in Arataire, Brother. He’ll look out for you.”

      Cuinn huffed an incredulous breath. “Thura Manunin thinks I’m a useless fool.”

      “But is he right?” Azrilan frowned a little. “I do wonder sometimes.”

      “Is Thura Manunin going to help when Mithanis comes after me?” Cuinn snapped. “Quit with your vague warnings, Az. If you know something, tell me.”

      An easy smile crossed his brother’s face, dispelling the grim look he’d worn as if it had never been. “I’m simply endeavouring to make sure that you are just as afraid of Mithanis as I am. If you are, you’ll be sensible. I’ll see you when you’re back. Have fun in Arataire.”

      Cuinn watched him fly away. Melancholy and exhaustion rose up, threatening to swallow him whole. They’d been doing so well… hunting Vengeance, finding the link to Montagn. He’d pulled back the foolish prince act. It had felt like things were getting better, like he’d finally been able to stop hiding and be himself. But that had only been an illusion. His mother and brother ruled his life and would always do so.

      He was still trapped.
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      The order to go to Montagn was sudden but not entirely unexpected. She’d been wondering when the queen would progress with her plans to marry Cuinn off. And Talyn couldn’t think of any other reason why Cuinn was suddenly being dispatched to Arataire.

      Andres reported in late that night after his detail had finished shift, telling her and the other talons that Cuinn had been quiet and uncommunicative all day.

      “It’s the worst possible timing.” Theac scowled. “Right when we’ve got a solid lead on Vengeance’s string-puller we have to drag ourselves all the way to bloody Arataire.”

      “What if we ask Petro to do some discreet digging while we’re gone?” Andres suggested. “His people could ask around, see what they can find out about Navis.”

      “No.” Talyn shook her head. “I don’t want Petro or his people to risk themselves like that. They’re not warriors and Navis is a dangerous individual. We’ll have to wait until we return.”

      She wasn’t as disappointed about this sudden trip as the Wolves were. It was a perfect opportunity to get a firsthand look at Montagn. No doubt they’d be watched closely the whole time they were there, but even so, if the ahara was planning invasion, surely there would be some sign of it. Even better, Leviana and Cynia should have arrived in Arataire by now—she’d received the coded message from the First Blade informing Talyn of their posting through Savin.

      “I’ll stay in Dock City and track Navis,” Halun offered. “I can’t come with you to Montagn anyway.”

      Talyn hesitated. She didn’t like the idea of Halun going after Navis alone and without support. At the look he was giving her, silently asking for her trust, she nodded. “All right. See if you can locate him. But you don’t do anything until we get back. Clear?”

      “Agreed, Captain.”

      “We should give Halun some time off, Captain,” Theac suggested. “He can stay with Errana and the girls, keep an eye on them while I’m away, and be much more discreet moving around Dock City than if he were in uniform.”

      “Done.” She also liked the idea of Halun being away from the citadel and winged folk while they were gone. Down in Dock City he’d be out of their immediate reach. “We’ll have to leave Jasper with him too.”

      “Just as long as he doesn’t eat my family,” Theac said sourly.

      “I’m sure he’ll behave himself.” She grinned.

      Tiercelin rose, stretched. “I’m off to bed. Tomorrow’s going to be a big day if we need to organise moving the full wing to Arataire.”

      “Before you go.” Her sharp voice had them all unconsciously standing to attention halfway to the door. Once she was certain of their unwavering focus, she spoke. “We will not be experiencing a repeat of what happened last time. The Wolves will accept the presence of slaves in Arataire without complaint. Any that don’t will face serious consequences. As talons, you are responsible for managing the behaviour of your details.”

      “Captain—” Tiercelin began, but she cut him off.

      “I don’t want to hear it,” she said. “Prince Cuinn’s safety is our priority. Do I make myself clear?”

      They all glanced at Zamaril, the prime example of the consequences for going against her wishes. He bore their scrutiny with calm dignity.

      “They’ll stay in line,” Theac said. “I’ll make sure of it.”

      “He won’t need to, Captain. My detail will do as you ask,” Corrin said.

      “Good,” she said, meeting his look. “Because you’ll be responsible for Halun’s detail as well as your own for the duration of the trip.” Cuinn had spoken to her of the exemplary leadership Corrin had displayed after her arrest, and she hadn’t forgotten it.

      He straightened, saluted. The sidelong glances switched from Zamaril to Corrin, but nobody complained.

      Talyn sank back into her chair, thoughts occupied, as the talons filed out to find their beds. She wanted to go and see Cuinn, but ignored the urge. It was best they limited any private interaction. Still, she wanted to find out what had made him so subdued all day.

      “It’s about the marriage, Tal. You know it.” Sari came to life.

      She let out a long breath. “Yeah.”

      “Marriage to the ahara’s daughter will help protect him from Mithanis.”

      “I know. So why is Mithanis agreeing to it?” The question nagged at her. Marrying his younger brother to the favourite child of the Montagni ahara was a strange move for someone so paranoid about other potential claimants for the throne.

      “There must be something in it for him. Maybe he just hopes Cuinn will have human children.”

      “That’s a hell of a gamble, and even though Mithanis has Montagni blood running through his veins, I’ve never picked him as a gambler.”

      Sari hesitated. “What are you going to do?”

      “Use the opportunity to see if I can corroborate the Callanan informant’s claims. Hopefully even get an idea of how imminent the invasion is.”

      “That is so not what I meant.”

      Talyn rose from the chair, heading in the same direction as the others. “I need to leave a cup out for Savin. He can get a message to the First Blade to let her know I’m off to Montagn. Then, I should get some sleep. Tiercelin was right, it’s going to be a big day tomorrow.”

      

      The following morning, Talyn was unsurprised to be summoned to Ravinire’s presence.

      “I’ve been apprised of the prince’s trip to Arataire.” The Falcon spoke before the door had even closed behind her.

      “We’re beginning preparations now, sir.”

      “Good. I’ve sent messages ahead to Darmour—Prince Cuinn will stay a single night there before taking the coastal road north to the Causeway. Inns will be booked ahead of your arrival, and the horses that you used last time will be prepared.”

      “Can I ask why the prince isn’t staying up in the Summer Palace?” A flicker of irritation went through her that Cuinn hadn’t told her this himself. “Are the tunnels still closed after the cave-ins?”

      “Some tunnels remain closed, but I understand workers are making steady progress through the cave-ins,” Ravinire explained. “Prince Cuinn simply thought it would be easier for his party to depart directly from Darmour along the coastal road, rather than the human Wolves hiking all the way up to the palace and back down for a single night.”

      Of course. Cuinn was being thoughtful. Her irritation abruptly subsided.

      “Yes, sir,” she said, then hesitated. “May I ask a question?”

      He nodded.

      “Prince Cuinn mentioned the planned betrothal to me. Am I correct in assuming that it was the queen’s idea, sir? How does Prince Mithanis feel about it?”

      Ravinire’s gaze narrowed. “He is fully supportive.”

      The question hung between them. Why?

      Ravinire broke the heavy silence. “I don’t like the fact that you’ll be out of my sight and supervision on this trip, Captain,” he said bluntly.

      “Sir, I don’t—”

      “Save it.” He waved a hand to cut her off. “You will escort the prince to Arataire, protect him while he is there, and return him safely after the agreed period of time. You will do nothing else. Do I make myself clear, Captain?”

      “Perfectly.” She saluted.

      He sat down without another word, his attention turning to the parchment on his desk.

      Talyn left.

      

      The awe-inspiring SkyReach mountains seemed even more stark and unforgiving than the previous time Talyn visited, when it had been summer. Now winter was almost upon them, and the air was bitterly cold, especially as afternoon faded into dusk. The damage from the avalanche was still devastatingly obvious—that area of the town remained mostly rubble—but otherwise the place was bustling as she remembered.

      The Wolves rose early the following morning. By a full-turn past dawn, the main street outside the inn where Cuinn and his entourage had spent the night was packed solid with Wolves and horses. Conversation, neighing and hoof-stomping broke the silence of softly falling snow that had draped the town.

      Once her wing seemed well on their way to sorting themselves with horses and transferring their belongings to saddlebags, Talyn left Theac in charge and sought Cuinn out. He wasn’t in the main room of the inn where Irial and his friends were devouring breakfast, but Corrin waved her to the back door.

      “Give us a moment?” she asked him, and he nodded.

      Cuinn stood on the porch out the back, staring up at the mountains looming over the town. Nobody else was outside with him, and the two Wolves that had been watching slipped back inside at Corrin’s quiet order.

      “What is it, Captain?” His musical voice was leeched of colour, worn down, and without thinking she went straight to him, reaching up to touch his jaw and gently turn his face towards her.

      “What’s wrong?”

      He stilled, but didn’t move away from her touch. “What do you mean?”

      “Talk to me,” she murmured, searching his face.

      “The ahara has agreed to the betrothal,” he said eventually.

      Talyn dropped her hand, shifting back a little. “I figured. When you first spoke of this, you said it was your mother’s idea?”

      He nodded. “She tells me that Mithranar needs the alliance, and since I am otherwise useless, I must marry this princess. The plan is for us to formally meet in Arataire, so that when I return, they can set a marriage date.” He hesitated. “After which, Mother will begin the process to formally name Mithanis heir.”

      Silence fell. The news wasn’t surprising, but that didn’t make it any easier to hear. She tried to ignore her discomfort. “Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked softly.

      “We haven’t spoken since our meeting with Saniya.”

      “And you didn’t think to mention it to one of the talons to pass on to me?” She lifted an eyebrow.

      He stiffened slightly. “This is my problem to solve, Captain, not yours.”

      “Is it a problem?” she asked. “The betrothal, I mean?”

      Hurt flashed over his face and she cursed herself. “I’m sorry, I’m not trying to be cruel. I just meant, marrying a Montagni princess could be protection for you. Mithanis is less likely to come after you if he risks incurring the wrath of the ahara. I’m guessing that’s why your mother is insisting upon it?”

      “Partially, yes.” Cuinn swallowed. “But Mithanis approves of the match too.”

      “Which is odd,” she murmured.

      “Very. And Azrilan hinted that there’s something more to it, but refused to tell me what.” Cuinn let out a frustrated breath. “I can’t escape the feeling that there’s something else going on that I’m missing.”

      Talyn let out a breath, not knowing what to say. “Whatever it is, we’ll figure it out.”

      “We will?” Hope flashed in his eyes.

      She shrugged. “Together, right?”

      A smile curled at the corner of his mouth. “Together.”

      “I’ll come and see you once we’re in Montagn. We should talk about our options, how you can use your magic to try and work out what the ahara is up to. Until then, I get the distinct impression Irial is keeping a close eye on you, so I’ll keep my distance.”

      Cuinn nodded. “My change in behaviour has unsettled Mithanis. He’s not worried yet, my magic has ensured that, I think, but he’ll be looking for any sign that he needs to worry, especially now he’s about to be named heir.”

      “We’ll be on our best behaviour,” she promised.

      His eyes flashed. “I’m not sure that’s possible for you, Captain Dynan,” he murmured.

      A grin teased her lips. “For you, I might be able to manage it.”

      They’d shifted so close that she could see the deeper emerald flecks in his green eyes, the silver highlights in the blonde strands falling over the right side of his face. She’d just decided to throw all her sensible talk out the window and kiss him when the back door opened.

      “Captain, you out here?”

      They flew apart so quickly at Theac’s shout that Talyn almost tripped over an uneven board in the deck. Heat flooded her face, and she was still straightening when her second walked out.

      “I’m here,” she said, clearing her throat.

      He gave them both an odd look. “We’re all saddled up, ready to go. Lord Swiftwing is looking for you, Your Highness.”

      Cuinn was grinning, no doubt able to feel her discomfort. “I’ll find him, thanks, Theac.”

      The prince disappeared without a backwards glance at her, and Talyn crossed to Theac. “Let’s go. No time for dawdling.”

      

      The trip north passed without incident. The human Wolves moved much faster now they were more accustomed to horseback riding, and Cuinn and the winged Wolves spent the days in the air, wheeling through the thermals above.

      The Montagni escort wasn’t led by Thura Manunin this time, but instead by a nephew of the ahara’s, and it was much smaller. These cavalrymen wore a different sigil on their chests than the one she remembered on the uniforms of Azrilan’s uncle and soldiers. Talyn presumed it was that of the Venador House.

      In a week they were riding into Arataire, the massive city no different than she remembered. This time, though, she rode into the place aware that the mighty military resources she’d witnessed on the journey might soon be levelled against Mithranar, if not the Twin Thrones.

      It was a sobering thought. Her determination to figure out what was going on in time to stop it increased.

      The ahara assigned the Wolves the same barracks they’d used last time—in the draughtiest, dampest corner of his castle fortress. Insult aside, she preferred it this way. It kept the Wolves well away from the busier parts of the fortress where slaves frequented.

      As soon as she’d seen the Wolves settled, Talyn washed off the dust and sweat from travel, then dressed in a clean uniform. Outside their barracks, she flagged down a passing servant—one of the few castle servants not a slave. His eyes ran over her uniform and he hesitated, as if not knowing the best way to address her. In the end he settled with an inquiring eyebrow and, “My lady?”

      “Can you tell me where I can find the quarters assigned to the Callanan representatives from the Twin Thrones?”

      Last time, she’d steered clear of the Callanan in Arataire, not wanting to make her Callanan links obvious to anyone. Now, Mithanis knew she was Dumnorix and Ciantar. There was no need to hide anything.

      Puzzlement crept over the servant’s face as if he was trying to work out why she would want to know that. But ingrained politeness won, and he simply said, “Of course. I will show you at once.”

      She hadn’t meant that. “Oh no, you can just tell me the way. I’ll find it.”

      The young man looked horrified. Presumably he was under firm instructions that the visitors were not to be left wandering the hallways unescorted. “But you might get lost. It is better if I show you.”

      “All right.” She capitulated reluctantly.

      He led her on a long walk through the castle—the guards positioned in every main corridor watching her carefully until she left their sight—before finally coming to the end of a lavishly appointed corridor. Her guide stopped outside the door at the end.

      “The Callanan quarters are inside,” he said. “All the offices in this wing belong to the ahara’s senior military officers.”

      “Thank you.” Talyn waited with a smile while he lingered, awkward, clearly unsure how to insist that he stay. Eventually he cleared his throat and left. Her smile widened.

      Once he’d vanished, Talyn pushed the door open and found herself in an empty lounge area. A short hall led away from the lounge to her left and she followed it. As she approached its end, familiar voices floated to her.

      “Anyone home?” she called out as she stepped into a smaller room that held two desks and a view of an empty drill yard. A high wall bounded the yard, but these rooms were on the fourth floor, high enough to see out over the lake and forest lining the western shore.

      “Talyn?” Cynia looked up from her desk in astonishment.

      Leviana leapt up, mouth falling open. A moment later she was lunging forward to envelop Talyn in an excited hug. “What are you doing here?”

      Talyn laughed at their exuberance, inexplicably cheered by it. She’d not realised how much she missed her friends. “I’m here with Prince Cuinn, actually.”

      Leviana’s eyes widened.

      “He’s here to court the ahara’s daughter,” Talyn explained. “His mother has decided it’s time for him to marry.”

      “So your plan worked, I take it?” Cynia asked. “Given you’re not locked up or dead.”

      “It worked. Cuinn helped, and Mithanis bought everything I told him,” Talyn assured them. She decided against mentioning her wing buds being cut out. “He still doesn’t trust me completely, but he allowed me to stay.”

      “Glad to hear it. It was a crazy plan,” Leviana declared.

      She grinned. “Those are the best kind of plans.”

      “How exactly did Cuinn help you?” Cynia asked curiously. “And how is it you trust him not to betray you to his brother?”

      “That is a very long story to be told over several ales,” Talyn hedged.

      Fortunately it worked. Cynia frowned and glanced at her partner, before changing the subject. “Prince Cuinn marrying a Montagni princess could have implications for the Twin Thrones. We’ll have to let the First Blade know.”

      Talyn winced. That would mean her uncle finding out. She wasn’t sure how he would take Cuinn marrying into the Venador family.

      “Any more details for us?” Leviana was already pulling parchment from a drawer.

      “That’s all I know,” Talyn said. “Though I have even better news for you. Vengeance are all but wiped out. I’ve already passed the information to the First Blade via the Shadow in Dock City.”

      Cynia’s eyes widened. “How did you manage that so quickly?”

      “You thought it would take me longer?” Talyn huffed with mock offence.

      “You said almost wiped out?” Leviana asked.

      “They got out of their base before the WingGuard descended on it, but we’ve been pushing hard after them ever since,” Talyn explained. “Saniya even called for a meeting with the Shadowhawk.”

      “What did she want?”

      “A truce. She conceded she’d lost, and wanted to salvage whatever was left of her network.” Talyn lowered her voice even further. “In return for the truce, she gave us the Montagni link. Unfortunately Queen Sarana dispatched Cuinn here before I could track that lead down.”

      “It sounds like even if Vengeance aren’t gone completely, they’re not going to be much help to Montagn in the short term.” Cynia dropped her own voice so it was barely audible.

      Talyn nodded, stepping closer. “Have you learned anything?”

      “Absolutely nothing,” Leviana grumbled. “Our hosts are very strict about what we see and what we have access to.”

      “Case in point, they gave us a view of their soldiers training every morning.” Cynia waved a hand at the windows. “To make sure we understand how powerful they are.”

      “We haven’t dared try and talk to anyone unofficially, let alone recruit informants, not yet.” Leviana glanced at her partner. “They follow us whenever we’re out of the castle.”

      “It will take time. You knew that going in,” Talyn reassured them. “You just have to be patient.”

      “Not Levs’ strong suit.” Cynia sighed.

      “Or mine,” Sari said cheerfully.

      It had been so long since she’d heard Sari’s voice in her head, Talyn did a mental double-take. “Welcome back.”

      “You’re cheerful.”

      “So are you.”

      “Talyn?” Cynia was staring at her.

      “Just thinking, sorry. I’ll see what I can do while I’m here, too.” Talyn rolled her eyes. “Though they’ve even got the poor servants watching my every move. The ahara’s people will know by now that we’re meeting.”

      “How long will Prince Cuinn be here wooing?”

      Talyn shrugged. “No idea.”

      Leviana leapt up suddenly. “Cynia and I have some free time, let’s hit the city. We can show you around.”

      “I’d love to, but I need to make sure my Wolves are settling in without mortally offending someone over the idea of slavery, and then ensure we have a solid detail around Prince Cuinn.” She headed for the door. “As soon as I get a free moment, I’ll take you both up on your offer though. I’ve missed you.”

      “We’ve missed you too.” Leviana hugged her again. “Don’t keep us waiting too long.”

      

      Despite Talyn’s worries, the Wolves were more settled this visit. Zamaril seemed calm too, and Talyn suspected Halun had had a word with him before they’d left. It remained clear that none of them liked the situation, but they focused on their duties and their training, and held their heads high.

      Talyn was proud of them.

      The ahara received them graciously, entertaining Cuinn and his retinue for three days before formally introducing the Acondor prince to his daughter.

      “He’s making the prince wait, even though the betrothal has already been agreed to,” Theac muttered the night before the first official meeting between the pair.

      “The ahara does like to demonstrate his superiority,” she murmured agreement. “I haven’t seen his general about though, Manunin. Have you?”

      Theac shook his head. “I overheard some nobles talking about it on shift today. The princess’s mother is from the same House as the ahara—the Venadors. They’ve always competed for power with the Manunin House, who apparently don’t like this match at all.”

      “So the queen is allying her son to a different Montagni House than the one Mithanis and Azrilan are linked to.” She considered that. “Clever.”

      “Trying to protect him, you think?” Theac grunted.

      “I do think. The question is, why is Mithanis happy with the match?”

      Theac glowered at the thought of anything that pleased Mithanis. “We’ll keep an extra close eye on things tomorrow, just in case the internal politics here cause some trouble.”

      “I’ll join your detail.” She told herself it was to ensure Cuinn was safe, like Theac had said, and not because she wanted to see him.

      It was a lie.

      

      Princess Kaeri Venador, the ahara’s youngest daughter, was a tall, slim woman with chestnut hair that curled down her shoulders and a pale green gaze that revealed nothing of what she was thinking. She carried herself with an air of aloofness not unlike Saniya’s, and Talyn got the distinct impression there was steel underneath that beautiful exterior.

      While Kaeri and Cuinn greeted each other politely enough, neither seemed particularly overwhelmed by the other.

      “She’s not as beautiful as you.”

      Talyn stifled a laugh. “Back again so soon. You must miss me.”

      “I’m just saying.”

      “I’m flattered. I never knew you thought of me that way.”

      “Keep making jokes. I know you’re just deflecting.”

      “Seriously.” Talyn hesitated. “You’ve been gone a lot recently.”

      “I’m here when you need me.”

      “I hope you’re not suggesting I don’t need you anymore.”

      “Would that be such a bad thing?”

      Talyn lifted a hand to her face, squeezing the bridge of her nose. “You’re my partner.”

      “I know,” Sari said gently. “But all this has been about you learning to live again, Talyn. Don’t stop that process because you’re afraid of me leaving. I’ll always be here—but it’s okay if that’s not as often as it used to be.”

      Before Talyn could think of an answer to that, Sari was gone again.
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      “Do they really think we haven’t noticed them?” Leviana asked.

      “Who? The two soldiers who’ve been following us since we left the palace?” Cynia asked. “I doubt it.”

      Talyn glanced around them. The tea shop they’d found was cosy and warm, an escape from the bitterly cold wind sweeping through the Arataire streets. “Think we should wave to them?”

      Leviana chuckled, reaching for her pot of tea. To Talyn’s disappointment, there’d been no kahvi shops in Arataire, at least none her friends knew about. Instead they were sharing freshly buttered pasties and steaming herbal tea. Their table was in the corner of the half-empty store, out of hearing distance of the other patrons.

      “What have you got?” Talyn kept her posture relaxed for the benefit of anyone watching, a smile on her face as if she were making a joke.

      Cynia sighed. “As far as we can tell, there’s no change in the behaviour of the generals or the military. No visible troop increase, no flurry of meetings between the ahara and his generals. In fact, General Manunin—the ahara’s overall commander—is away from the city spending time at his family estates.”

      “I seriously doubt the ahara is planning a war without him,” Leviana added.

      “Obviously the Montagni aren’t going to let us see anything if they were secretly planning invasion,” Cynia said before Talyn could point it out. “But there are little things you can’t hide.”

      “More than that.” Leviana leaned forward, using filling her cup as a pretence. “The Callanan have sent Armun in and out of Acleu and Darinoue, crewing on merchant ships. They report nil change at the large military bases outside both those towns. No increase in troops barracked there, no extra training activity, nothing.”

      Talyn frowned. “Maybe we need to consider that the First Blade’s informant is making this all up.”

      “Why?” Sari asked.

      “For what possible reason?” Leviana echoed Talyn’s partner.

      “The First Blade talked us through all the details when she briefed us,” Cynia said. “She and Master Ranar verified other information the informant provided us. There’s no reason to think he or she is lying about this.”

      “Which leaves us with the ahara and his generals being far better at concealing their planning than we expected,” Talyn reasoned. “Any preparation must be happening outside the capital and away from easily accessible areas like the main ports—maybe in the interior of the country, or even in the mountain region. A troubling thought.”

      “But not surprising.” Cynia sounded uneasy, though she kept a smile on her face for the benefit of the soldiers watching. “Given the informant says knowledge of the ahara’s plans is being held inside a trusted circle of associates.”

      Talyn’s hand curled around her teacup, and she fought to keep frustration from her face. “We have to do something more than just sit around waiting for the invasion to happen.” Now that Vengeance was done, she needed something more to do. Something to make sure they all stayed safe.

      Leviana shrugged. “The informant will keep us apprised, surely.”

      Cynia shot a look at her partner. Leviana made a face.

      “What?” Talyn snapped.

      “We communicate with Master Ranar via coded messages,” Leviana said. “We send a lot of official letters that I’m sure the Montagni read before they leave the capital, and that gives us nice cover for the more discreet messages. We can’t afford to do it often, but we just got one yesterday.”

      “Ranar wanted to know if anything out of the ordinary had happened here. The informant missed his last scheduled contact.”

      Talyn hid the chill those words sent through her. “There are a million different reasons why that might have happened.”

      “Agreed,” Leviana said. “And nothing out of the usual has occurred here. No nobles suddenly going missing or anything like that.”

      “I don’t like it, Talyn.”

      “Me either.” Talyn ran her gaze past the shop windows. The two soldiers were still across the street, awkwardly pretending to loiter in conversation. “We should go. I don’t want them getting suspicious about how long we’ve been in here.”

      “And if the ahara is clever enough to hide his plans so well, he’s clever enough to have you followed without you realising.”

      The Callanan caught the tone in Talyn’s voice and complied without complaint. Leviana swallowed the remainder of her tea, and the three of them made their way to the door.

      “How would you like to come and meet my Wolves?” she asked loudly as they emerged onto the street.

      “Sounds great!” Cynia said cheerfully.

      

      The Wolves not on duty were taking part in a mock scrimmage as Talyn and the two Callanan came through the gate.

      “Wow, the ahara thinks highly of Prince Cuinn, doesn’t he?” Cynia noted when it became clear how far away the barracks were from the main areas of the palace.

      “I think that applies to the whole family apart from Azrilan,” Talyn said.

      The talons were supervising, but came over when Talyn appeared, as always pleased to see her. She wondered if she would ever get used to the warmth that spread through her at that. Neither Callanan missed it either, but she ignored their sidelong glances.

      “Leviana, Cynia, my Wolves.” Talyn made introductions. “You’ve met Corrin and Zamaril. Theac is my second, and the pretty one is Tiercelin. Andres is my fifth talon, but he’s commanding Prince Cuinn’s detail right now.”

      Talyn waited while the Wolves and Callanan exchanged greetings. Her talons looked pleased to be meeting friends of Talyn’s, and the two Callanan were fascinated, their glances frequently shifting to where the Wolves trained in the yard—particularly the winged folk.

      “How long have you been in Arataire?” Corrin asked them.

      “Just over a month,” Cynia explained. “It’s an interesting place.”

      “Do we have visitors?” a musical voice interrupted.

      Both Leviana and Cynia’s eyes widened as Cuinn dropped out of the sky, silver-white wings catching the afternoon sun as he landed gracefully then furled them behind his back. Liadin and Kiran were with him, keeping a closer eye on their charge until the rest of the detail could catch up. The three standing together were a stunning sight for one not accustomed to winged folk beauty.

      “Prince Cuinn.” Talyn turned, her smile widening at his arrival. “Meet Leviana and Cynia. They’re the Callanan pair currently filling the Twin Thrones’ liaison post in Montagn. They also happen to be two of my oldest friends.”

      Cuinn’s eyes shifted to hers, reassuring her without words that he remembered he wasn’t supposed to know them, then he beamed at both Callanan. “Captain Dynan has told me about you. It’s lovely to meet you.”

      “She’s spoken of you too.” Cynia was the first to recover from Cuinn’s beauty and charm, though Leviana was still gaping like a fish. Talyn nudged her discreetly.

      Cuinn laughed. “I can only imagine the awful things she’s told you.”

      “Are you here for a good reason?” Talyn interjected, raising her eyebrows at him.

      “Is needing to escape the cloying attentions of the ahara’s nobles a good reason?” He made a face. “I thought coming back here for the shift change would give me some breathing space.”

      Talyn smothered a smile. “Tiercelin and his detail are ready to go.”

      “Good.” His smile was all for Talyn, lingering a moment before turning to the Callanan. “Leviana, Cynia, it’s been a pleasure. Will I see you again before we leave?”

      Leviana had recovered, and returned the prince’s smile. “We’ve been invited to attend the ball being held in honour of you and Lady Kaeri tomorrow night, Prince Cuinn. And as we have it on good authority that the Montagni rarely indulge in anything as frivolous as a ball, we’re extremely excited about it.”

      “Good. I look forward to it.” Cuinn turned to go, but then hesitated, a frown on his face. “You are old friends of Talyn’s. Does that mean… did you know Sari?”

      Both Callanan stilled, and Cuinn flinched at the grief that must have emanated from both of them. “I didn’t mean to bring up old wounds,” he apologised. “From what Talyn has told me, she was a great friend and warrior.”

      Theac shot a warning glance in Cuinn’s direction, but cleared his throat. “We talons feel the same way. If Captain Dynan had never known Sari, I doubt any of us would be here today.”

      Talyn couldn’t look at either of them. Both Callanan murmured a genuine thanks, then Cuinn was gone, Tiercelin and his detail falling in around him. Clearing her throat, Talyn turned and gave Leviana a playful shove. “You gaped.”

      Neither of them laughed.

      “He knows about Sari, Tal?” Cynia asked, puzzlement in her voice.

      “My talons do. I spoke to them about it. What of it?”

      “Well, we just…” Cynia’s voice trailed off and she glanced at her partner. Leviana shrugged. “Nothing.”

      “In that case, how would you like to train with us this afternoon?” Talyn changed the subject. “I’d love to see one of you try and beat Zamaril and his sword in a sparring match.”

      “Hells, yes!” Leviana agreed with enthusiasm. “Let me at him.”

      She lost. So did Cynia.

      

      Both Talyn and Theac were expected to attend the ball, news which Theac took with a look of distaste so intense Talyn burst out laughing. Although she and Theac would be required to attend in dress uniform, Talyn joined Leviana and Cynia to keep them company as they prepared themselves beforehand.

      “I certainly don’t hate this part of being a formal liaison of the Twin Thrones.” Leviana sighed in pleasure as she began applying eye makeup. “It’s been too long since I’ve enjoyed a ball.”

      “This is why I joined the Callanan.” Talyn shot her friend an affectionate glance. “Smaller chance of having to dress up like that.”

      “I’m with her.” Cynia jerked a thumb at Talyn.

      Leviana gave them both dirty looks.

      “How many knives have you got hidden in there?” Talyn asked once Leviana had satisfied herself that she looked perfect—which she absolutely did. She was a stunning sight.

      “Guess?”

      Cynia groaned. “Can we not play that game? I don’t want to be late.”

      They approached the enormous ballroom from above. Pausing there, they leaned over the railing to observe the event unfolding below them. The ahara and all his attendants were dressed richly, and many had their wives with them. All were liberally draped with gold and jewels. It was a sight that made Talyn inherently uncomfortable—she’d never enjoyed the formality and glamour that came with being part of court—and she reached back to slide a hand over the hilt of one of her daggers for reassurance. She was a warrior. Nothing more.

      For such a grim castle, the room below was full of light, courtesy of the lamps lit on what appeared to be every available surface. Slave girls moved in and out of the throng delivering drinks and plates of food, and attending whenever one of the guests wanted something.

      “It’s quite the affair,” Cynia murmured in wonderment.

      “I miss these,” Leviana said mournfully.

      Cynia squeezed her partner’s arm in quiet sympathy.

      “It would be lovely if it weren’t for the slaves,” Talyn muttered.

      “And there’s our dear Dumnorix friend.” Leviana sighed.

      The women shared a smile.

      Cuinn and his retinue arrived a few moments later. They looked magnificent as winged folk always did, but Talyn couldn’t tear her eyes from Cuinn. He wore a sky-blue silk jacket over white breeches and boots, and wore an amused smile as he spoke to Jenseno and Annae.

      Talyn’s heart clenched. What was this she was feeling? It was unexpected and unfamiliar and made her as uncomfortable as staring down at the finery of the ball did.

      “You could have any one of them that you wanted tonight, Tal,” Leviana said mischievously.

      “What?” She tore her eyes away.

      “Uniform aside, you’ve got those stunning Dumnorix eyes. Perhaps you should think about taking a handsome Montagni lord to your bed?” Cynia teased. “Your uncle would certainly be impressed if you snagged a powerful one to take home. Especially since you’ve ditched Tarcos.”

      Talyn smiled at her, chuckling. “I’m sure he would. Shall we go down?”

      Talyn followed a step behind as the two Callanan made their way down the stairs and spent the next full-turn moving about the room with her friends, engaging in small talk with members of the ahara’s nobility.

      Part of Leviana and Cynia’s job that night was not only to network and build on the relationship between Ryathl and Arataire, but also seek to identify anyone that might be willing to give them information, someone susceptible to extra coin or other inducements. After a while she left them to it, not wanting to interfere.

      Even though part of her ached to go back to the time when that had been her and Sari.

      Sari roused. “It’s been a while since you’ve felt that.”

      “It has.”

      And she left it at that.

      Cynia had been right—multiple Montagni lords invited her for a private walk in the gardens outside, or had something to show her in a private room a short distance away. Each of these invitations she refused as politely as she could, before sharing a laugh and smile with Leviana and Cynia whenever they passed.

      Theac glowered from the corner and refused all but one of her attempts to engage him in conversation. “Bloody rabble,” he muttered on the one occasion he did speak. “All these pretty clothes and expensive food, for what?”

      “It’s diplomacy, Theac. We’re witnessing a prince and princess courting.”

      His scowl deepened. “She’s not a princess.”

      Talyn’s eyebrows lifted. “You don’t like her.”

      “I don’t know her. But I don’t want some Montagni marrying Prince Cuinn.”

      She chuckled. “You sound like an over-protective father. Who would be okay for him to marry?”

      Theac glanced at her, then away. “You don’t want to hear my thoughts on that.”

      “All right, Theac.” She left him to it.

      Eventually the servants finished delivering the food and drinks, and the ahara called for a start to the dancing. Leviana was led off by a handsome general and Cynia fell into conversation with another commander—a white haired man who seemed interested in her take on Montagni weaponry. Talyn stood sipping at a glass of wine and watching the dancing.

      Corrin’s detail was on duty, and they had the room guarded from every angle she herself would have chosen, so there was little for her to do. When Cuinn and the ahara strolled in her direction, Talyn straightened and discreetly put aside her glass.

      “Your Majesty.” She bowed politely.

      “It is sad to see such a beautiful woman not dancing at my ball,” the ahara said. “It is remiss of your prince not to remedy that.”

      “I prefer not to dance. I am more warrior than courtier, Your Majesty.”

      “My captain is polite, Your Majesty, but I believe she is making the point that it would be more appropriate for me to dance with one of my own retinue,” Cuinn said smoothly.

      “Ah yes.” Distaste flickered over the ahara’s face. “Winged folk attitudes towards your human people are most puzzling.”

      “Not to us.” Cuinn smiled to take the sting from his words. “Perhaps your daughter would agree to another dance with me, if you permit it?”

      “I am sure she would.” The ahara dismissed Talyn without a look and the two made their way across the ballroom.

      Talyn’s eyes closed briefly in relief. Irial would have reported any dancing between her and Cuinn back to Mithanis. Not to mention being so close to him would only bring the memories of their night together flooding back, how it had felt to touch him, press against him, the sensation of his mouth, his hands… She forced such thoughts from her head and lifted her wine glass, draining it in one swallow. How many had she drunk?

      “Three,” Sari offered promptly. “Aren’t you on duty?”

      Maybe she’d go and do another check on the Wolves.

      Cynia caught at her arm as she moved away from the dance floor, giving her a start. She hadn’t even noticed her friend approach. “What is going on with you, Tal?”

      “What do you mean?” she asked, puzzled.

      “Talyn…” Cynia guided her over to a quiet corner. “He’s been staring at you all night.”

      She frowned. “Who, the ahara?”

      “No.” Cynia’s voice gentled. “Prince Cuinn. Talyn, you told him about Sari?”

      She rolled her eyes, huffing out a breath. “I don’t understand why that’s such a big deal.”

      “Then you’re being deliberately obtuse,” Cynia said pointedly. “I’m your friend. You can talk to me. What’s going on?”

      “There’s nothing—”

      “I saw you earlier, when Prince Cuinn was dancing with Lady Kaeri. You looked sick,” she said.

      “I did nothing of the sort.” Discomfort was turning to an aching need to stop talking about this. “Listen to you—does that sound like me at all?”

      “Talyn, stop!” Cynia shook her slightly. “Stop thinking you have to keep everything hidden and buried inside you just because Sari is gone. We are your friends too. You can lean on us.”

      “Cynia…” Talyn lifted a hand to rub her forehead, suddenly tired. “There are things you don’t know, about Cuinn, about me, and I can’t tell you what they are. Not because I don’t trust you, but because they’re not my secrets to tell.”

      “Then I won’t pretend to understand why, but…” Cynia’s gaze searched her face. “You have feelings for him?”

      Talyn gave a sharp nod, the words coming out in a rush. “It’s not like you think. It’s impossible, and I know it.”

      “Why’s it impossible?”

      “You know the answer to that,” Talyn said sharply, resentful that she was being forced to say it out loud. “I’m a Dumnorix. He’s an Acondor prince. We don’t get choices about things like this.”

      Cynia’s eyes widened. “Yeah, but that wasn’t a consideration when you took Tarcos as a lover. You had lovers before him too. Why would it matter now, unless you wanted more than…”

      “What?” Talyn frowned.

      “Your mother made her own choice, Tal.”

      “This is different.”

      “Right.” Cynia sighed. “More secrets. Do what’s best for you, that’s my advice. “

      Talyn leaned over and hugged her. “Thanks for being my non-judgemental friend.”

      “Any time.” Cynia smirked. “He is very pretty.”

      She managed a chuckle.

      “Talyn—”

      “Not you too.” Talyn cut Sari off.

      “Why, for once, can’t you do what you want, rather than what everyone else expects?”

      She needed more wine.

      

      She went in through his bedroom window. Fortunately Cuinn’s quarters were on the ground floor of the guest wing. Even so, she’d almost been spotted by Wolves on guard on three different occasions, and it took standing still as a statue in the shadows by the window for almost a quarter-turn before she had an opportunity to slip inside unseen.

      She’d changed out of her formal uniform after the ball, not wanting to try sneaking around in such easily marked attire, instead donning shirt and breeches and bare feet for silence.

      The reckless Talyn was back—spurred on by too many glasses of spiced wine, having to stand and watch Cuinn dance with another princess, and the admission she’d made to Cynia that had left her aching and unable to stay away.

      He was awake in the darkness, gaze distant as he stared up at his ceiling, clearly thinking rather than trying to sleep. Those luminous green eyes shot to hers, surprised, as she reached the bed and slid under the covers, shifting over him before leaning down to capture his mouth in a long, heated kiss. He didn’t hesitate, didn’t object, simply wrapped his arms around her and kissed her back as if he were dying of thirst and she was the only water left in the world.

      “Don’t marry her,” she whispered, kissing him again. “Don’t marry her.”

      He kissed her back, hard, then slid his mouth along her jaw, down her neck, turning them in the bed until he was above her. His hands slid to the hem of her shirt, tugging it up and over her head. “I’ll never marry her,” he whispered in her ear, then brought his mouth back to hers. “Never.”

      They were slower this time, an exploration of heat and touch and shuddering breath. It hadn’t been like this before, not with Tarcos, not with anyone else, and she craved more of it, of the magic and sensation and feeling of utter safety.

      Eventually, panting softly, skin slicked with sweat, they lay entangled, Cuinn’s wings shrouding them like a silver blanket.

      “I’m glad you came.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead.

      She closed her eyes, nestled closer against him. Everything inside her felt calm. Content. “Me too.”

      Cuinn shifted back so he could capture her gaze. “Not that I want to ruin the moment,” he said. “But this is the first chance we’ve had to speak privately since we got here. Have you found anything?”

      “Frustratingly little,” she said, and filled him in on what she’d learned from Leviana and Cynia. “What about you?”

      His eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “Disturbingly consistent with your Callanan, I’m afraid. I’ve been using every inch of song magic I possess, and there’s nothing. No hint of secrecy, or of something being hidden from us. I’ve never felt aggression from the ahara, or any malevolent intent.”

      “I don’t like it,” Talyn said. “The Callanan have their informant and will be well-warned before anything happens to the Twin Thrones. But Mithranar doesn’t have that luxury.”

      “What are you suggesting?” He turned to face her, his wing curling closer around her body, the silky touch of feathers a delight on her bare skin.

      She hesitated. “I don’t want to keep sitting back and waiting for more information from the First Blade. As soon as we’re home, we go after Navis with everything we have. And if that doesn’t get us anywhere, then we work out some other way of warning your mother and the Falcon.”

      “Then that’s what we’ll do.” He pressed his forehead against hers.

      “I can’t stay,” she whispered.

      “I know,” he breathed. “Together?”

      His eyes were watching her, unblinking, and she leaned across the incremental distance to press her mouth to his. “Always together.”

      

      It wasn’t long after midnight when Talyn snuck out of Cuinn’s rooms and turned to head back to the barracks.

      “Captain?” Tiercelin’s surprised voice rang out.

      Shit.

      Talking a breath, she did a quick check to make sure all her clothes were in place, then turned with a smile. “Tiercelin. You’re on shift?”

      He nodded. “But my detail has everything in hand. What brings you here?”

      “You know me.” She shrugged. “Just doing an extra check before I turn in.”

      He stopped, hands clasped before him, head cocked slightly. “So you weren’t just sneaking out of Prince Cuinn’s bedroom?”

      “I—”

      “You were the one that trained us, Captain. If I didn’t know who was in there at all times, I’d hardly be doing my job, no?”

      She cleared her throat. “I had to talk to him about something.” It was technically true.

      “You’ll need to tell me how you got past my guards. That’s a vulnerability I want to patch quickly.”

      Heat flooded her cheeks at the twinkle of amusement in his hazel eyes. “You’re having fun with this, aren’t you?”

      “To be honest, I don’t know what to think.”

      “Then how about we just leave it at that.”

      “Fair enough.” He chuckled. “Except to say that I hope you’re drinking that tea I gave you, because if you—”

      “I understand the consequences better than anyone, Tiercelin.” She cut him off sharply.

      “Good. Then can I walk you to the barracks? This fortress is a bit of a rabbit warren and it’s a long walk.” He paused, glancing back. “That is, of course, unless you’d like to sneak back in there?”

      “What I’d like is to put you and your detail on barracks-cleaning duty for a month if you don’t stop there,” she warned.

      He straightened. “Yes, Captain. I’ll walk you back quietly.”

      They fell in together, not saying anything, just comfortable in each other’s presence. After a while, it became obvious they were in a section of the castle she hadn’t been to before. She halted. “Where are we?”

      Tiercelin looked around. “I have no idea,” he said sheepishly.

      “So much for escorting me back.” She scowled. “You’ve gotten us lost.”

      Footsteps sounded behind them, approaching from around the corner. Her Callanan training automatically assessed them—two men, talking softly. Tiercelin put his finger to his lips and drew her into an alcove.

      “What are you doing?” she hissed.

      “Who knows what section of the castle we’re in?” he said. “I don’t want to get arrested for accidentally stumbling into the ahara’s personal quarters or something.”

      She thought he was being a little paranoid, but by then the men had drawn close enough that it was going to look suspicious to be seen emerging from a hidden alcove in the corridor. With a sigh and rolled eyes in Tiercelin’s direction, they huddled further into the shadows.

      The voices grew clearer as the bootsteps rounded the corner and stopped outside a doorway almost directly across from them. She craned her neck, trying to see. Their backs were to her, but she could hear them talk.

      “You shouldn’t hesitate, General. Everything is in place.” Eagerness threaded the man’s voice. He sounded young, around Corrin’s age.

      Tiercelin started in surprise, and she touched his shoulder to still him. If this was the mysteriously absent general of the ahara’s armies, they definitely did not want to get caught eavesdropping.

      “I’m not hesitating, I’m waiting for the right moment. That’s a difference you’d do well to learn, Asyan.”

      “I understand.”

      “The repercussions if we failed could be... and I don’t trust…” Manunin’s voice quietened even further, making his next words unclear.

      “House Neserin have promised an alliance against…” Again the voices dropped too low to make out. Eventually the door opened with a soft creak, Asyan stepping back deferentially to allow Manunin to enter first. Voices from within welcomed them as they entered, and then the door closed, leaving the corridor empty.

      Talyn took a breath. “What was that all about?”

      “Sounds like internal Montagni politics to me,” Tiercelin said. “Neserin is another of the powerful families. From what I understand, the Houses are constantly jockeying for power and influence with the ahara.”

      She sighed. “We’d better get out of here before someone sees us. The last thing we need is someone accusing us of spying.”

      As they walked off, Talyn made a mental note to let Leviana and Cynia know what she’d overheard. They might be able to make better sense of it than her.

      “Are we going to discuss the fact you just snuck into Cuinn’s bed?” Sari asked.

      “Nope.”

      “Excellent. What about the fact you essentially just promised him that you would breach the First Blade’s trust and warn Mithranar about impending invasion?”

      “I’m not going to breach her trust. I’m going to find another way.”

      “And if Montagn invades Mithranar. What are you going to do?”

      Talyn smiled grimly. “I’m going to fight.”
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      Theac’s detail was just beginning its shift when Cuinn awoke the next morning, and he sent the grizzled talon off with a request for an audience with the ahara before settling down to breakfast. As usual, Irial and Jenseno came to join him once they were awake.

      Irial looked surprised when Theac returned to say that the ahara had agreed to see Cuinn in a half-turn in his personal quarters. “I thought you were trying to avoid as much of the official stuff as possible?”

      “I am.” Cuinn pushed away his plate. “But this should be quick.”

      Before either of his friends could say anything, he left them to go and dress, choosing a simple outfit of dark blue jacket and breeches over a sky-blue shirt.

      He hummed a light melody as he dressed, unable to keep the smile from his face. He should be anxious, worried. But instead he was… happy. It had been so long since he’d felt it, it took him a moment to recognise the emotion.

      All he’d needed her to do was ask.

      It still bowled him over that she had.

      Theac cleared his throat from the doorway, interrupting the humming. “How concerned do I need to be about this meeting?”

      “I’m not entirely certain.” The ahara wasn’t going to be happy… probably. It had been difficult to determine how the man truly felt about Cuinn marrying his daughter. But like he’d told Talyn the previous night, his song magic hadn’t picked up an inch of malice or aggression from the ahara where Cuinn was concerned—all he’d sensed was the usual politely-concealed contempt he received from all the Montagni nobles. “Though Mithanis is going to be very upset with me when we get back. Probably.”

      It continued to make him uncomfortable that he didn’t understand why Mithanis was supportive of the proposed marriage. At least by refusing the betrothal, he didn’t have to worry anymore what Mithanis’s motives were.

      “Perhaps you’d like to tell me what this meeting is about, then, Your Highness?” Theac asked.

      “You’ll see soon enough.” He glanced over. “Come on, let’s go!”

      Theac’s glower deepened, but Cuinn was sweeping out of the room before he could demand more answers.

      

      Irial insisted on coming with him, which was expected. His friend couldn’t report back to Mithanis if he wasn’t there to hear everything that was said during Cuinn’s meetings with the ahara. Sometimes Cuinn wondered if Irial knew how obvious it all was. He probably didn’t care. After all, Cuinn was no threat to Irial. Mithanis was.

      Theac and his detail followed dutifully, eyes studying their surroundings as carefully inside this fortress as they would anywhere else. The guards outside the ahara’s personal quarters—two hulking Berserkers with massive broadswords strapped to their backs—stepped aside silently at Cuinn’s appearance.

      Theac gave both Berserkers a polite nod, then stepped forward and opened the double doors. When no danger lunged out, Theac moved aside so that Cuinn and Irial could enter. Irial smirked at this display of protectiveness. Cuinn gave Theac a wink.

      Seated at a table beyond the doors, dressed far less formally than usual and sipping at a glass of water, the ahara remained an intimidating man. He seemed in an amiable mood though, rising to greet Cuinn with a polite bow of his head.

      Behind them, Theac closed the doors and stood at attention. Irial, at Cuinn’s side, bowed respectfully.

      “Is there something wrong, Prince Cuinn?” the ahara asked. “I had not expected to see you until our scheduled lunch with my daughter this afternoon.”

      “Nothing is wrong, and I apologise for interrupting your morning. I understand how busy you are,” Cuinn said respectfully. “I won’t take much of your time.”

      “Then how can I help you?” The ahara remained standing, seeming to sense that this wasn’t going to be a conversation for sitting comfortably around his breakfast table.

      “I came to speak to you in regard to your daughter.” Cuinn used hints of magic to infuse his voice with respect, sincerity and a dash of apology. “Princess Kaeri is beautiful, accomplished and a credit to you, Your Majesty. It is because of this I must decline your offer of marriage. She deserves better than a life as a human in Mithranar.”

      Understanding and something like shock rippled over the ahara’s face. He frowned. “I don’t understand. Your mother and I have agreed to this match.”

      “I think you do,” Cuinn said gently.

      Irial had stiffened at Cuinn’s side, and he was sending sharp jolts of emotion Cuinn’s way—a warning to stop and think about what he was doing. Cuinn didn’t dare say more with Irial standing right there, but the ahara knew exactly what Cuinn was getting at. The man was too smart, too well informed, not to understand what life would be like for his human daughter in Mithranar.

      “You are the third, unnecessary prince,” the ahara said crisply, ignoring Irial as clearly as Cuinn was. “You would be welcome to live here, with my daughter and her family.”

      “A generous offer, but one I could not accept. Unnecessary prince or not, my home is Mithranar, Your Majesty,” Cuinn said.

      There was a long moment of silence as the ahara stared at him and Irial continued being furious at his side. Shonin Venador was a powerful man. He could take this as an insult, as the excuse he needed to start a war, but Cuinn’s magic told him this was unlikely. The ahara was a hard man. Ruthless. But he cared about his daughter, loved her even. And while he’d agreed to this match because he was a king and his children were strategic tools, Cuinn was offering him a graceful out.

      “My daughter will be disappointed, I think,” the ahara said eventually. “But like you, she loves her home, and I think it will cheer her that she won’t have to leave it.”

      Everything in Cuinn relaxed. “I am glad, Your Majesty.”

      “Prince Cuinn, can I have a moment to—” Irial interjected as politely as he could, his song magic pummelling Cuinn with his anger and insistence.

      Cuinn didn’t take his gaze off the ahara as he threw his own song magic back at Irial, stifling him completely. Irial flinched and took a half step back.

      “I appreciate you coming to speak honestly with me, Prince Cuinn.” Was that a hint of respect in the ahara’s eyes? “And I accept your decision. Does this mean you’ll be returning to Mithranar earlier than planned?”

      “We will leave tomorrow, Your Majesty. I think that’s best.” Cuinn offered a smile. “But I look forward to seeing you in summer when my brother Azrilan and I come for our usual visit.”

      The ahara offered his hand. “Until then, Prince Cuinn.”

      Cuinn took it, shook firmly. Irial was a stewing mess of frustration and anger at his side, but he remained firmly quelled.

      Leaving the ahara to his breakfast, Cuinn turned to leave. Theac’s expression was impassive as he opened the doors for Cuinn and Irial to walk through.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Irial hissed as they walked away, Wolves silently falling in around them.

      “Isn’t that obvious?” Cuinn asked.

      “You’ve lost your mind. Why didn’t you discuss it with me before speaking with the ahara?” Irial’s fists clenched tightly at his side.

      “Because it has nothing to do with you,” Cuinn said mildly. “It’s my potential marriage.”

      “Your mother and brother arranged the match. You can’t just blow it off.”

      “And yet I just did.”

      Irial stopped walking, forcing Cuinn to stop too. “I’m your friend, Cuinn, and this is a mistake.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you know what happens when people go against Prince Mithanis.”

      Silence fell, Irial’s words echoing down the corridor while the Wolves pretended not to listen. It was the first time Irial had ever spoken so bluntly aloud.

      “I’m not going against him,” Cuinn said quietly. “I will never do that. He is my brother and our future king and I will help him when and where I can. I just don’t want to marry this woman.”

      Irial’s jaw clenched. “I think we should stay like we planned to. Give it some more time. I can speak to the ahara’s people today, tell him you were temporarily having doubts. If you spend more time with Lady Kaeri, you might—”

      Cuinn smiled. “I don’t need more time. She’s nice enough, but I don’t want a wife. You know me.”

      “I did.” Irial’s eyes roved his, not fooled. “But you haven’t taken a lover in months, so this can’t be about your predilection for bedding every pretty woman in sight.”

      “And exactly how closely have you been paying attention, Irial?” Cuinn stepped closer, an edge to his voice. The man’s constant pushing was beginning to grate.

      An edge of hurt lined Irial’s voice. “I’m your best friend. I know when you have a lover.”

      You’re Mithanis’s informant. He wanted to throw those words at Irial, but it wouldn’t be smart to reveal how much he knew. “Exactly. So I don’t know why it surprises you so much that I don’t want to marry.” Cuinn threw his hands in the air in exasperation.

      “I just think we should stay longer,” he said stubbornly.

      He caught it then. The flash over Irial’s face. The hint of desperation in his emotions. Irial was a skilled song mage, and he hid himself well, but Cuinn was better. Irial didn’t want them going home earlier than planned.

      Fear thudded through him as sickening realisation took hold.

      Had Mithanis just wanted him out of Mithranar for a time? Was that the reason he’d supported their mother’s insistence on sending him here—not because he supported the marriage, but because he wanted Cuinn far away?

      “Why, Irial?”

      “Your brother wants you to be here, courting the princess.” Irial had recovered his poise. “This match will help our country. You should be doing as they ask.”

      Cuinn hesitated. He was seconds away from throwing every bit of song magic he had at Irial and forcing him to tell the truth, to reveal what Mithanis was up to. But if his guess was wrong, he’d be revealing himself and the depth of his power to Irial, who would tell Mithanis the moment they returned.

      So he took a step back, mastered himself. “We’re going home tomorrow. First thing. Make sure you and the rest are up and ready to leave at dawn. If you’re not we’ll leave you behind.”

      “Cuinn, I think—”

      “Enough, Irial,” he said, then strode away. Anxiousness churned in his gut. Something was wrong… he could feel it. Why would Mithanis want him out of Mithranar? Was that what Azrilan had been trying to warn him about?

      Theac caught up to him as he reached the door to his quarters. “Your Highness?”

      “Tell Captain Dynan we leave at first light. I want to get back to Mithranar.”

      “Something wrong?”

      Cuinn swallowed. “I just want to get back to the citadel as soon as possible.”

      Theac’s gaze searched his. “Then we will, Your Highness.”

      He hoped he was being paranoid. Imagining problems where there were none.

      And if not… well, then he hoped with everything he had that they got back in time.
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      Talyn went to see Cynia and Leviana after dawn drill, wanting to relay the conversation she and Tiercelin had overheard the night before. Sipping tea, the three of them puzzled over what it might mean.

      “Internal politics, I’d say,” Cynia said, agreeing with Tiercelin. “A lot of it goes on here, the Houses vying with each other for more power and influence.”

      “It doesn’t help that the next ahara won’t necessarily be the current one’s child.” Leviana sighed.

      “Right.” Talyn frowned, reaching back to her old Callanan lessons. “When an ahara dies, the most powerful Houses argue over who replaces him? The strongest candidate wins.”

      “Yes. So what you heard is probably a bit of pre-positioning,” Cynia said. “Even though the ahara isn’t that old, and he’s a healthy man.”

      “It nags at me though.” Talyn lowered her voice and leaned forward. “The general has been strangely absent from all the gatherings since we arrived, yet he’s clearly here in the city.”

      “He might be hiding from your winged song mages,” Leviana said. “He would be the one preparing an invasion, after all.”

      “That is a really good point.”

      Talyn smiled a little. “Sari says you’re smart.”

      Distracted, she’d spoken without thinking, but Cynia only chuckled. “She sends you messages from beyond the grave?”

      Talyn opened her mouth to laugh it off, but something stopped her. Leviana and Cynia were her closest friends in the world. Cuinn hadn’t treated her like she was crazy after she told him. Maybe she should have more faith in them. So she took a breath, then… “Actually no, she’s still with me. In my head.”

      Talyn braced herself for the sudden furious attention of both Callanan, unsurprised to see puzzlement, concern and awkwardness there. “Before you start becoming seriously worried that I’ve lost my mind, I haven’t. It’s a result of my winged folk magic.”

      “Explain,” Leviana instructed.

      So she did.

      And to her everlasting relief, they believed her.

      Cynia frowned. “This whole winged folk magic business totally confuses me.”

      “It shouldn’t. I’m pretty sure our Callanan shields are a remnant of winged folk magic. It’s just stronger in me because my father was winged.” She hesitated. “It’s part of the reason I struggled so much when she died—my magic was injured, torn apart.”

      “That actually makes a lot of sense,” Leviana said quietly. “She’s still really here?”

      “Part of her, yeah.” Talyn nodded. “It’s not the same, but it’s—”

      A knock came at the door. Both Callanan started, the shroud of sadness and still-there grief that had fallen over them broken by the sharp noise. Leviana bellowed for whoever it was to come in.

      Talyn’s eyebrows lifted in surprise to see Theac pushing the door open. “Is something wrong?”

      “Not exactly, Captain.” He glanced at the two Callanan. “Prince Cuinn asked me to inform you we’ll be leaving tomorrow. First thing.”

      “Why so soon?” Leviana frowned. “Weren’t you scheduled to be here another week or so?”

      Theac cleared his throat. “He went to visit the ahara this morning, to tell him he wouldn’t be marrying Lady Kaeri.”

      Talyn slowly put down her mug of tea and studiously ignored the burning stares from her two friends. Her heart had started thudding so loudly she was surprised the others couldn’t hear it. Even though she’d asked Cuinn to turn the princess down, she didn’t realise he’d take it so seriously, that he’d go straight to the ahara. Emotion churned in too confusing a tangle to understand.

      “Did he say why?” Cynia asked.

      “He just said that the lady deserved better than life as a human in Mithranar.” Theac turned serious. “Lord Swiftwing was furious. And I think something about their exchange worried the prince.”

      Talyn cleared her throat. “Thanks, Theac. I’ll come and find you in a bit and we’ll get everything sorted for departure.”

      He saluted and left, closing the door behind him.

      Talyn turned to face her friends, bracing herself for the inevitable questions, when another sharp knock came at the door. This one was a slave, holding a message for the Callanan.

      Leviana tore the seal open, frown creasing her forehead as she read its contents then passed it silently to Cynia to read. Her dark eyes lifted to meet Talyn’s. “It’s from the First Blade. She wants us home immediately.”

      Talyn’s heart thudded again, this time from shock. “Why? You’ve only been here a month.”

      “It doesn’t say,” Cynia murmured, reading the contents again. “Just that we’re to leave immediately and come to Ryathl.”

      “Won’t the ahara ask questions?”

      “The king has already written to him apparently, providing an excuse for our departure.”

      Her unease deepened. “Why would she demand you back so precipitously?”

      “The only thing I can think is that she’s gotten something from the informant that prompted this.” Leviana’s face was worried as she looked at her partner.

      Cynia nodded. “Or maybe he still hasn’t made contact. We’d better get moving.”

      “I should too.” Talyn stepped closer, wrapped an arm around each of them and drew them into a tight hug. “I’m so glad I got to see you. Be safe.”

      

      She went to see Cuinn that night once she’d satisfied herself that the Wolves were packed up and ready for a dawn departure. Anticipation and unease rippled through them, a feeling she’d had difficulty dispelling. Those who’d been on duty with Theac that morning had relayed news of Cuinn’s fight with Irial to the rest of the wing. And Lyra, on afternoon duty with Halun’s detail under Corrin, reported that Irial was seething with well-hidden anger and fear.

      The ahara hosted Cuinn for a farewell dinner. Kaeri was not present, yet it was the most relaxed and friendly Talyn had ever seen the ahara with winged folk.

      Cuinn’s anxiousness was apparent though, despite how well he hid it. So she went openly to his quarters after the dinner, ostensibly to discuss the following morning’s departure. He was standing before his fire, entire frame tense, his friends dispensed with for the night. At her appearance, he turned, relief flashing over his face.

      The minute Andres closed the door behind them, she spoke. “Tell me what happened.”

      “Irial was predictably upset at my decision to spurn the match.” Cuinn’s eyes darkened as they met hers. “But I pushed him on it, and I think he was more worried that we were leaving early than anything else. I got the distinct impression he was afraid of what would happen if we went home too soon.”

      “Oh no, Talyn.”

      She leapt to the same conclusion as Sari. “You think Mithanis wanted us out of Mithranar for some reason?”

      Cuinn swallowed. “We’ve been trying to figure out why he supported this match. What if he just wanted a good reason to get me out of Mithranar for a while?”

      “But why?” She frowned. “If he wanted to move against you, then why would he hesitate about doing it openly?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe I’m overreacting.” He ran a hand through his hair.

      “And maybe you’re not,” she said quietly, trying to come up with some other possibilities. “You’ve been more active in the Queencouncil recently—maybe there were some things he wanted to introduce, like more taxes, and didn’t want to have to deal with you protesting it.”

      He shook his head doubtfully, and she found herself agreeing. That didn’t feel right. Mithanis didn’t need to worry about Cuinn’s protests in the council. Still…

      “What if Ravinire said something?” Cuinn addressed the elephant in the room.

      She let out a breath. An axe was hovering over their heads. She’d been hoping that the more time that passed without the Falcon doing anything about his suspicions, the more likely it was he never would. After all, he was the queen’s man through and through. And the queen didn’t want Cuinn dead.

      “You can’t rely on that.”

      “I know. But I don’t see any other options.” And it wasn’t just that.

      “If Ravinire said something, Mithanis would have had you arrested and killed straight away. He wouldn’t have concocted a reason to get you out of Mithranar.”

      “But…?” Cuinn picked up on what she wasn’t saying.

      “I worry,” she admitted. “You’ve been wonderful, the way you’ve used magic to deflect Mithanis’s suspicions and keep from being seen as a threat. But the way he found out about me being a Ciantar—we still don’t know how he got that information. What if he finds out about you?”

      Cuinn’s glimmering green gaze shifted to her, a question in them. “Finds out what?”

      “Who your father is? If his spies found out who I am, when I didn’t even know, then it’s possible they could learn about you too.”

      He frowned. “But from what you’ve told me, the fact I’m Dumnorix is a tightly held secret. Only a handful of people know.”

      But that wasn’t the only dangerous truth. She hadn’t mentioned it to him, mainly because it hadn’t occurred to her at the time or since. She’d been focused on telling him he was Dumnorix, and that Mithranar was under threat from Montagn. “I should have told you this too, but if Mithanis investigates your father… Cuinn, he wasn’t just from the Dumnorix line. He was descended from the Acondor royal line too. You have Mithranan royal blood from both your parents.”

      Surprise flared over his face. “You’re saying I technically have the strongest claim to both the Twin Thrones and the Mithranan throne?”

      “Yes,” she said firmly. “And if Mithanis learned that…”

      Cuinn shook his head in amusement. “I couldn’t think of a less worthy candidate to be heir to such power.”

      “Actually.” Talyn couldn’t hold his gaze. “I couldn’t think of a better one.”

      There was a long, stunned, silence, then, “Talyn…”

      “Enough.” She straightened her shoulders. “All this speculating isn’t helpful. Let’s just get back home as quickly as we can and deal with whatever is waiting for us. Hopefully it’s nothing, and we can turn our attention to Navis.”

      “It’s not nothing.” Cuinn said it with such certainty she shivered.

      “I know.”

      “Go and get some sleep, Talyn.”

      “I…” She hesitated. “You didn’t have to do what you did. Turn down Princess Kaeri, I mean. I shouldn’t have asked.”

      “I’m glad you did,” he said simply.

      She opened her mouth, but had no idea what to say, so she just gave him a small smile and left. Andres saluted as she opened the door and left Cuinn’s rooms. She managed a nod in his direction, then walked away, long strides carrying her quickly back towards the barracks.

      “Talyn, be careful.”

      “I know. I was just… I didn’t even know I was going to say that about him being worthy of both crowns.”

      “For what it’s worth, I don’t disagree.”

      “I’m making it worse, the danger he’s in. I should never have even contemplated those words, let alone said them out loud.”

      Sari hesitated. “I don’t disagree there either.”

      Talyn pressed a hand to her forehead in an attempt to forestall the headache brewing there. What was she doing?
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      Their ship docked at the jetties of Feather Bay in the late morning almost two weeks later. Weariness tugged at Cuinn’s muscles, clouded his thoughts. The trip home had been filled with nothing but growing anxiety about what might be awaiting them. He’d barely slept, and it hadn’t helped that his worry had spread through the Wolves too.

      On the surface, nothing appeared different from when they’d left. His shoulders relaxed at the familiar, bustling sight of Dock City. It was a warm day, but a faint breeze ruffled pleasantly through his hair and feathers, taking the edge off the heat.

      Irial, Annae and his other friends had taken flight the moment the ship had entered the headlands of the bay. Cuinn had lingered on board. He shouldn’t have—it was another thing for Irial to remark upon to Mithanis—but he’d wanted to get a proper look at the city before going in.

      “I’m going to send two details up with you, just in case.” Talyn appeared at his side, her eyes studying the city as well. She hadn’t doubted his concern for a second, but that only made him more afraid. Her instincts were rarely wrong. “I’ll settle the Wolves and go straight to see Ravinire to check in. If anything has happened, he’ll tell me.”

      He nodded. “You’ll pass any concerns through your talons?”

      “I will. And you’ll do the same?” Her voice was cool, professional.

      They hadn’t talked properly about it. About the second night they’d spent together, him refusing to marry Kaeri because she’d asked him to, none of it. He understood why. She hadn’t been wrong when she’d said they’d only be chasing heartache if they kept going with their affair.

      And she wasn’t going to be here forever. He felt it in his bones. Eventually the Dumnorix would insist she come home. And she would answer her family’s call.

      Even then, he couldn’t bring himself to regret what had happened between them. It didn’t matter that she would leave. Whether he had her for a single night or a year or a moment. The joy of it… anything was worth that.

      “Be careful, Captain,” he couldn’t help saying.

      Her smile flashed. “I’m always careful.”

      

      She sent Corrin’s two details with him. He flew to the top of the wall with the winged Wolves, but there he hesitated, dropping lightly to the marble surface rather than continuing on. Everything seemed fine. The city bustled below him with its usual level of noise and chaos and heat.

      But there was something.

      He couldn’t quite grasp it. A dissonant note echoing against his song magic.

      Whatever it was, he wanted as many Wolves as possible at his back before he headed deeper into the citadel, so he waited for the human Wolves to catch up.

      He wasn’t waiting long before they were fanning out around him, Corrin just a step behind, not questioning why he’d waited, the talon’s steadiness a comforting warmth to his magic.

      The two Falcons on guard at the bridge over the Rush straightened in surprise at Cuinn’s appearance. They stared for a moment, seemingly unsure what to say or do. Was it just that he was on foot instead of flying, that he was back earlier than expected? No. There was something else in their empty expressions.

      Eventually one cleared his throat and stepped to the side. The other quickly followed suit. “Your Highness.”

      Cuinn studied them as he walked by. Both were pale. One was trembling slightly, as if he felt sick, or nervous. Or both.

      “Lyra. Roalin?” he called quietly to the two song mages when they reached the other side of the bridge. Both alighted beside him a moment later, hands hovering near their weapons.

      “Did you sense that?” he asked them.

      “What is it?” Corrin’s voice asked sharply.

      “I felt fear,” Lyra said.

      “Shock, too, I think,” Roalin added.

      Cuinn nodded. “Something was wrong with those Falcons.”

      It wasn’t just the Falcons. The sense he’d felt from them—fear and shock and something more—grew stronger the deeper they walked into the palace. The skies were quiet, too quiet, only a handful of winged folk out flying despite the sunny afternoon and cool breeze.

      Dread crawled with icy fingers up his spine. His magic roused, warning him, worried.

      “Corrin, was Halun at the docks waiting for you when you disembarked?” he asked quietly.

      “No, Your Highness. But he wouldn’t have known we were returning so early.”

      He hoped that was all it was. Swallowing, and trying to keep the fear from his face so as not to alarm the Wolves, he began following the source of the emotions that had settled over the palace like a cloud. Behind him, Corrin called out a quiet order and the Wolves closed in protectively.

      Cuinn’s magic led him towards the Falcon barracks near the royal quarters. The air grew progressively quieter the closer they came, as if the afternoon were holding its breath. He began sensing the Wolves then—their growing trepidation, Corrin’s increased focus, their preparation to fight if needed.

      Lyra and Roalin dropped back out of the sky, both pale, the skin around their eyes drawn tight—typical signs of a song mage under emotional stress. At the sight of them, Corrin called another order, sending Dorsan to the Wolf barracks to fetch Talyn. Cuinn barely heard his reply. His magic was swirling through him now, the emotions beating at him like a drum. Fear. Grief. Shock.

      What had happened?

      They rounded a corner, the barracks housing the protective wing of the WingGuard laid out before them. Cuinn took half a step and froze, wings furling rigidly at his sides. Corrin drew steel, moving quicker than thought to stand in front of him, as if to block him from what was ahead. Several Wolves let out cries of horror and distress.

      Eleven Falcons hung from the archway that formed the entrance to the barracks.

      Dead. Days dead, by the look and smell of it.

      Cuinn pushed Corrin aside, made himself walk forward, close enough so that he could see their faces. His throat closed over and tears pushed at the back of his eyes.

      Ronisin Nightdrift and his entire detail.

      A trembling hand rose to his mouth.

      “Prince Cuinn!” Corrin’s voice was sharp, a wiry arm tugging at his sleeve. “Prince Cuinn, look who it is.”

      He nodded, swallowed, tore his gaze away from the Falcons to look at his talon. “I know. I know.”

      “Ehdra, go down to Dock City. Find Halun.” Corrin’s voice was carefully controlled panic.

      Ronisin had helped Talyn escape. He and his detail been friendly with the Wolves. If they’d killed him because of that, because of…

      His entire body went cold.

      Talyn. The Wolves.

      Cuinn turned and leapt into flight.
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      Talyn chuckled half-heartedly as Tiercelin made a joke, part of her attention on him, the rest taken up with worrying about what Mithanis might have done in their absence. The Wolves filed into the drill yard after her and the talons.

      “Tiercelin, take a group inside to make sure everything is in order. Theac, Andres, get the rest cleaning the yard. A full-turn of that, then give them the rest of the afternoon off.” She handed out orders quickly, wanting to be away, to see Ravinire, to work out whether everything was okay or not.

      “Your wish is my command, Captain.” Tiercelin bowed low and gracefully, knowing how it would irritate her, knowing that it would also distract her from her worry.

      She gave him a smile, rolled her eyes like he was aiming for. “Get away with you.”

      But as soon as he walked away, her lighter mood vanished. Her instincts warned that they weren’t okay. That something was off.

      “Talyn, look at the sky.” The same unease filled Sari’s mental voice.

      She glanced up, saw what she’d missed but her partner hadn’t. It was a bright day, the sky above a cloudless blue, the thermals no doubt warm. Yet there were hardly any winged folk in the sky.

      “Captain?” Liadin approached her, a worried look dispelling his usual cheerful expression. “My song magic… something’s not right. I feel uneasy, on edge.”

      “Theac.” She called him back. “Where are the winged folk?”

      His face turned grim as he caught on to her meaning. “It’s early afternoon. Maybe they’re still eating or—”

      “Captain!”

      Talyn spun at the sound of running feet. It was Dorsan, face grim. “What?” she snapped.

      “Talon Dariel wants you right away. Something’s not right at the palace.”

      If Cuinn thought something was wrong, then… Talyn turned back towards the barracks, where Tiercelin was good-naturedly waving a few members of his detail inside. “Tiercelin!”

      But they were out of earshot.

      She started running, trying to catch them, dread filling every inch of space in her chest, warning her that something was wrong, instinct telling her to get them out. “Tiercelin!”

      He turned, ducking back out the door, a questioning look on his face.

      The sudden explosion tore away her words as she screamed her talon’s name again.

      A shockwave hit her a heartbeat before the roar of the blast did. The force of it lifted her off the ground and sent her flying through the air. Something slammed into her leg. She landed heavily, the back of her head smacking into the ground.

      Blackness filled her vision.

      

      Talyn’s mind groped towards consciousness. Her eyes flickered open only to be blinded by the afternoon sun directly above. She blinked, coughing, as the acrid tang of smoke hit her lungs.

      Pain ripped through her head when she tried to move. Nausea roiled in her gut. Clutching her forehead, she tried to understand what was happening, where she was, but coherent thought was failing.

      “Talyn?”

      She was lying on her back. That wasn’t right. She shouldn’t be lying down. Why was she lying down? Ignoring the stabbing pain in her skull, she forced herself up into a half-sitting position.

      It took a few moments for her blurry vision to focus, but when it did, her mind almost reverted to blackness.

      “Talyn?”

      A chunk of the upper floors at the front of the barracks had been torn away, and flames licked around the edges of the destruction. Debris lay scattered across the parade ground. Wolves were on the ground too, some bloody and unmoving. Others were stumbling out of the building, most wounded and supporting comrades.

      The sweet scent of izerdia hovered on the afternoon air.

      “No,” Talyn whispered to herself, her mind unable to comprehend what had happened.

      “Talyn, are you okay?”

      “Sari?” She looked around, desperate for her partner. She needed to be here, needed to help Talyn stand, to make sense of what was happening.

      But Sari was gone.

      She tried to get to her feet. When her left leg collapsed under her, forcing her to her knees, she looked down to find blood soaking her breeches from a ragged gash along her calf.

      “Talyn, you’re hurt. You’re really hurt. You need to find help.” Sari’s voice was panicked, but she barely heard it.

      “No, I…” Glancing frantically around, her eyes fell on a figure lying nearby. It was Dahl, his dark eyes glazed over in death, a piece of shattered glass embedded in his chest. Talyn stared for a moment, uncomprehending. Her brain was slow to start, slow to process and understand. Her leg was slick with blood but the pain was a distant throbbing.

      Tiercelin.

      He’d been turning towards her, half through the doorway when the explosion… she started crawling, ignoring the pain in her leg, desperate to find him.

      And then she did.

      He must have gotten halfway in the air before being caught in the blast, because he lay a distance away from the entrance, mostly buried by crumbled stone. His eyes were closed, skin covered in dust.

      “Tiercelin?”

      His eyes slid open, but they were unfocused, and his breathing rattled in his chest. She knew the sound of that rattle, had heard it before. It made her go cold with dread. He coughed. “Can’t feel…”

      “You’re going to be fine.” She stopped beside him, frantically scanning the rubble, working out how to get him clear. They needed Halun. Where was Halun? Her thoughts were scrambled, unclear, and an odd weakness was spreading through her. “I’m here, Tiercelin. I’m here. I won’t leave.”

      She grabbed his hand, not knowing what else to do. His eyes slid closed, and he took a shallow, gasping breath. “Worth every moment… Captain.”

      And then he stopped breathing. She bit down on her lip so hard it broke skin, and the lump in her throat was so large she couldn’t breathe.

      “Tiercelin?” she begged, squeezing his hand. “Please don’t…”

      Grogginess flooded her and she swayed. She blinked, but couldn’t clear her vision.

      “Talyn, find Theac!” Sari’s voice thundered through her mind, centring her thoughts and giving her temporary focus. “You need his help.”

      “Theac,” she whispered, then the full horror of what had happened began welling up in her chest. Tiercelin’s hand had gone limp in hers. “THEAC?” she screamed. Her mind stumbled over the possibilities. Theac had been with her, Zamaril also outside.

      She tried again to get up, but her leg wouldn’t hold her. Desperate, she crawled across the ground, sobbing with relief when she found Theac close by. A cut above his left eye bled sluggishly, but he was moving, eyes flickering as he returned to consciousness.

      “Theac?” She slapped his cheek. “Come on Theac, you need to wake up!”

      He groaned and opened his eyes, one hand lifting to his head. “What?” Wincing, he slowly moved into a sitting position, his face turning to stone when he saw the carnage. “Oh, no… not this.”

      “Theac, you have to go and get help. Find Ravinire.” She forced firmness into her voice, but it still came out shaky. Her brain still wasn’t working, and weakness trembled through her, either from shock or blood loss or both.

      He shook his head a little and looked at her. “What about you?”

      “I can’t walk. Bleeding,” she said, struggling to find the right words. “You’ll have to go. Hurry! Please!”

      Theac stood and stumbled off, clearly groggy too.

      “Staunch the wound. You’re bleeding too much. Come on, Tal, you know how to do this.”

      But she was too tired, too dizzy, too heartsick. She pressed her hand half-heartedly against her leg, hissing at the pain that broke through her numbness and seared her entire body.

      She sank back, still looking all around, as if that would change anything. Winged figures were landing in the yard—they’d either been flying above or heard the explosion, she figured. Wolves were getting to their feet, stumbling towards fallen comrades.

      Not again.

      “Talyn, stay awake. You need to stop the bleeding.”

      “I don’t know how,” she whispered, then let the blackness claim her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 35

          

        

      

    

    
      Cuinn flew like he’d never flown before. The Wolves. Talyn. If his brother had gone after Ronisin… maybe he knew. Knew what had happened, how she’d escaped. And Azrilan had warned him, about Talyn, about how threatened Mithanis felt. Yet he’d done nothing.

      The winged Wolves followed him, barely able to keep pace. He didn’t care. He just had to get there before—

      “Prince Cuinn!” Lyra was the closest behind him, her shout warning and plea both. To slow down, to let them catch up.

      A muffled roar tore through the afternoon air.

      He craned his head back. “I don’t—” His ability to speak was stifled by the sudden rush of terror and pain that slammed into him. He spiralled out of the air, unable to fly, to think, as the flood of emotion rocked through his body, closing his chest in a vice. A strangled gasp escaped him.

      He righted himself barely in time, crashing into a pillar before sliding to the floor of an empty balcony.

      “Prince Cuinn!” Nirini dropped down after him, Lyra and Roalin right behind. “What’s wrong?”

      As the wave of emotion ebbed, Cuinn was able to stand, though it took another moment before he could form words. “The Wolves,” he gasped. “Something terribly wrong…”

      Roalin let out a cry then, grief filling his voice. Lyra gasped and swayed where she stood. Cuinn doubled over, wave after wave of grief and pain hitting him.

      “What is it?” Nirini stared between them, her green warrior magic sparking in her palms uselessly. “What’s happened?”

      Cuinn staggered to his feet, spread his wings. “The Wolves.”

      Numerous Falcons were visible in the distance, massing in the sky above the main barracks. The sight sent his stomach plummeting, and he redoubled his efforts to fly faster.

      What he saw as he landed in the Wolves’ drill yard almost destroyed him.

      Destruction. Smoke. Fallen bodies clad in grey and white. Others trying to get up, or to help fallen comrades. Someone was groaning in unimaginable pain. His fists clenched at his side so hard his nails dug into the skin of his palms, drawing blood. Roalin’s horrified gasp echoed through the stillness.

      “Oh no.” Tears were sheeting down Nirini’s face, and she lunged forward, as if to go and help, then remembered her duty was Cuinn, and stopped herself with an effort.

      “Go!” Cuinn snapped at her, voice ragged. Nirini had healing magic as well as warrior ability. “Go and help them. All of you.”

      Talyn.

      Terror ripped through him so powerfully he thought he might vomit. He fought it back, refusing to succumb. He would find her. No matter what. It took precious seconds, minutes, but he fought down his panic, fought back the grief and pain hitting him from those in the yard, fought until his mind was clear.

      He was moving towards the fallen Wolves when Ravinire’s voice barked behind him. “Prince Cuinn, you shouldn’t be here.”

      Cuinn took a single, steadying breath, then turned on the Falcon. “I want an ordered search of the yard. Injured Wolves will be tagged in order of severity. Have two of your Falcons fly to fetch the healers. You will ensure every single able-bodied winged healer comes here at once, without exception. If any refuse, your Falcons will drag them here. Organise another group to comb through the wreckage of the building and look for survivors. Have more set up a room close by for the healers to treat the most severely injured.”

      “Your Highness.” Ravinire saluted, turned, and began rapping out orders.

      Cuinn left him, walking through the carnage, fighting a constant battle to keep the panic and grief from shutting down his brain. He made himself look at each and every one of the injured or dead Wolves, his heart beating a steady, barely-under-control rhythm in his chest. Each time he stopped, checked the man or woman’s breathing, then waved over a Falcon to make sure they got treatment.

      The panic grew the longer it took to find what he was looking for.

      Then he spotted her.

      She was unconscious, blood seeping into a pool on the ground from an awful-looking gash in her leg. Her skin was pale as death, and he had to use every single bit of will he possessed to force himself to kneel down and press his fingers against her pulse.

      She was breathing.

      His shoulders crumpled in relief and for a moment he couldn’t do anything but bite down hard on his lip to stop the racking sobs that wanted to escape.

      “Ravinire!” he bellowed.

      To his credit, the man arrived in seconds. He paled at the sight of Talyn lying there.

      “Get a healer here now.” Cuinn rose to his feet. “She’s still alive.”

      Now that he knew Talyn was alive, now that the initial flood of grief had washed through him, a bright hot anger was taking hold in his chest, dispelling the fear. He pointed a shaking hand at Ravinire’s chest. “I find out you had anything to do with this, and I will end you.”

      It didn’t matter that he would feel it. His Wolves were injured and dying. Talyn was badly hurt. He would rip those responsible apart. The fury literally burned through his veins.

      “I didn’t,” Ravinire said simply. He looked tired and beaten, but his words were honest.

      “Yeah, well, I know who did,” Cuinn snarled, and leapt into the air.

      

      Mithanis was in their mother’s informal meeting parlour. Azrilan wasn’t there, but Sarana was, along with two Queencouncil lords.

      Cuinn saw nobody but Mithanis as he burst into the room. They all turned towards him, astonished. Maybe Irial hadn’t told them he was back yet. Or maybe it was a reaction to the emotions bleeding from him. The fury inside was white-hot, fuelled by grief, desperate to escape, to find its target.

      “Did you do this?” he screamed at his brother.

      Mithanis looked genuinely taken aback. “What in the skies—”

      “I’ll kill you.” And Cuinn launched himself across the room, wings spread wide, hurtling into Mithanis with as much force as he could muster.

      They flew backwards into the opposite wall, Cuinn slamming Mithanis’s body into it, forearm at his brother’s throat. “How could you!”

      “Cuinn, what is going on!” His mother’s voice was sharp, but he ignored it.

      Mithanis ignored her too. He braced himself, then slammed his knee into Cuinn’s stomach, giving himself enough momentum to break free of the hold. Cuinn staggered back, ignoring how the blow had sent the air rushing from his lungs.

      “How dare you come in here and attack me?” Mithanis roared.

      “I’m not attacking you. I’m going to kill you.” Cuinn threw a fist into his brother’s face, hard, savouring the impact in his knuckles and the blood flying from Mithanis’ nose. Fury darkened his brother’s face and then he was fighting back, landing punches to Cuinn’s face and stomach.

      He barely felt the hits, or the blood or the pain—either Mithanis’s or his own. His fury and grief were too powerful to let anything else in. Screaming his anger, throwing the emotion at Mithanis, he punched and kicked and wrestled. Mithanis’s own fury tangled with Cuinn’s, and their magic battled as wildly as the physical fight. Cuinn used none of the nuanced skill with which he had kept himself safe and hidden all these years, too upset for the focus it required. They hit the room’s table. Cuinn was momentarily above Mithanis, until with a single sweep of black wings the prince of night sent Cuinn flying to the floor.

      “We both know I’m the superior fighter.” Mithanis spat blood. “You can’t beat me.”

      “I don’t care.” Cuinn panted, scrambling to his feet. “You killed Raya and now you’ve killed my Wolves. I’m going to put you down.”

      When he launched himself at Mithanis again, a fist slammed into his face, then a boot into his stomach. Shouting in pain and fury combined, he managed to bury his fist in Mithanis’ ribs, but then his brother moved too quickly for him to counter, wrapping an arm around Cuinn’s neck and tightening the hold until Cuinn couldn’t breathe.

      Stars spotted his vision, his lungs desperately choking for air. He continued to fight the hold, refusing to give in, buffeting Mithanis with his magic. But Mithanis was merciless, stronger and taller and, yes, a much better fighter.

      “Mithanis, enough!” The queen’s voice rang through the room, more commanding than Cuinn had ever heard it.

      Mithanis squeezed tighter for a brief moment, then let go and shoved Cuinn away. “I though you felt only contempt for your protective detail, little brother.” He sneered. “I feel now that you love them. What more have you been hiding from us?”

      “They saved my life. Unlike any of you, they care about keeping me safe!” Gasping, choking, still incandescent with an anger only fuelled by Mithanis’s fury beating at him, Cuinn went straight back at the prince of night, ignoring his mother’s commands to stop. Then a fresh pair of arms wrapped around his chest from behind, holding him back.

      “Let go!” he shouted. “Let me go!”

      “Enough, Cuinn.” Azrilan spoke, his voice in Cuinn’s ear somehow both gentle and commanding. His song magic wrapped him in calm. “He’ll kill you if you keep going.”

      “I don’t care. Do you know what he did?” Cuinn lunged again, unsuccessfully trying to dislodge Azrilan’s hold. He was too upset to focus his magic properly to fight Azrilan’s soothing hum and he found some of his rage fading.

      “I did nothing,” Mithanis said as he straightened his clothing and wiped blood from his face. “I didn’t kill Raya, though I know you’ve always thought that. I’m not going to kill you either. You’re my brother, Cuinn.”

      “Enough!” His mother spoke again, moving into Cuinn’s line of sight. Her magic and Azrilan’s combined were a match for Cuinn in this state and his white-hot fury continued to fade under their onslaught of calm. “Cuinn, get out of here and don’t come back until you’ve calmed down.”

      “He just orchestrated an attack on my Wolves.” Cuinn struggled with less vigour now. “He killed them. And all because he’s afraid of me.”

      Mithanis’ laugh was loud. “Afraid of you? You have got to be kidding me. There is nothing about you to be scared of.”

      The queen glanced between them. “Cuinn, if there was an attack, it wasn’t your brother. Is Ravinire informed? We need to learn who was behind it, immediately—there could be more coming.”

      “I know where it came from,” Cuinn said, finally sagging in Azrilan’s hold. “And so do you, Mother. You just won’t admit it.”

      Her eyes shifted to Azrilan. “Get him out of here. Then find Ravinire and tell him he’d better get here and tell us what is going on immediately.”

      Cuinn didn’t fight Azrilan as his brother hustled him out of the room. Once the door closed behind them, Azrilan let him go, holding out a wary hand. “Are you done yet?”

      “I’m done.” He spat blood onto the floor. He was shaking, numb to the bruises Mithanis had inflicted on him. “Did he kill Ronisin and his Falcons too?”

      “They committed treason. It had to be done.”

      Cuinn stared at his brother. “What treason?”

      Azrilan shrugged. “I warned you. Your captain has been cultivating support amongst the WingGuard. Ronisin and others had become loyal to her. Mithanis couldn’t let that lie.”

      The anger leapt up inside him again. “He’s a murdering cold-hearted bastard. They were innocent men.”

      “No they weren’t,” Azrilan said firmly, grabbing him by the shoulders. “Go, Cuinn. Get out of here. And I’d recommend you not show your face around Mithanis for a little while.”

      Cuinn huffed out a bitter laugh, reaching up to touch his bruised face. “I’m not scared of Mithanis.” Not anymore. He was too angry and grief-stricken for fear. Too determined to make this right somehow to let anything like fear of his brother stand in his way.

      “Then you’re a fool.”

      “No. He’s the fool. For not fearing me.” Empty words, maybe. But for the first time ever, Cuinn wanted to make them true.

      “Cuinn?” Azrilan’s voice stopped him.

      He turned, snarling, “What?”

      “You know that it won’t be long now before he moves against her,” Azrilan said quietly.

      Cuinn turned and walked away.
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      Talyn drifted back to consciousness to find a winged healer crouched over her leg, putting the finishing touches on a bandage. Her eyes flickered open, and though her head throbbed dully, her thoughts were clear. Devastation flooded her so powerfully for a moment she couldn’t do anything but ride it out and suck in a gasping breath, fingers curling against the warm stone beneath her.

      “I’ve cleaned and stitched the wound,” the winged woman said when she noticed Talyn was awake. “But you should try to keep your weight off it. Use this.” She proffered a wooden crutch.

      Talyn grimaced in pain as she dragged herself to her feet. “Anything else?”

      “You’ve got a mild concussion, but I treated that, so you should be fine apart from some headaches over the next few days.” The woman glanced around. “If you’re good, there are others for me to see to.”

      “Go, please,” Talyn rasped, swallowing around her dry throat.

      Looking around, she spotted Theac talking to a winged healer who was working on an injured Ehdra, and limped over to him, trying to ignore the pain stabbing through her leg. His uniform and skin were covered with dirt and patches of dried blood, a mirror of hers. Deep lines were furrowed into his brow.

      “You’re okay?” he asked, emotion leaking into his usually gruff voice.

      She blinked tears away. Tried to summon an even voice. Failed. “A scratch. The healers stitched me up. You?”

      “Just this.” He waved at his head. “It’s minor.”

      A thick silence fell between them, and Talyn had to take a deep, steadying breath before she could manage the words that had to come next. “What can you tell me?”

      Theac flinched, and he lifted a hand to rub the bridge of his nose. His fingers trembled. “The lower floors of the east corner of the barracks are almost completely destroyed. They must have packed a lot of izerdia in there while we were gone. Everything else, including the indoor halls, the kitchen, the common room and the mess, is untouched.”

      She swallowed. “How many dead?”

      “Seven. Many were hurt in some way but will recover. Prince Cuinn got the winged healers here quickly enough to save those most badly hurt, but there are still a few who might not survive.” Theac hesitated, his shoulders sagging, and Talyn tried desperately to think of a way to stop him saying the words that were coming next.

      A way to make it all not true.

      “I sent Tiercelin inside before it blew. I know he’s…” she whispered, but couldn’t finish.

      “He took Vanton and Renasa with him. Jessra and Rojen were inside too.” Theac’s face worked with emotion. “They didn’t make it out. Ash and Dahl were killed by flying debris.”

      She was stricken, a lump closing up her throat. She placed a hand over her mouth to stifle the scream rising unbidden. Silent tears welled and poured down her cheeks. When she tried to speak, her voice broke, failing her.

      Theac looked like he wanted to say something, but couldn’t get the words out. She couldn’t imagine a world without Tiercelin. Without Ash’s humour and Vanton’s steadiness.

      She had to focus on something else. Otherwise she couldn’t… Not again, not again, not again. The words kept looping through her thoughts, unstoppable.

      “Captain.” Theac’s hand settled on her shoulder.

      “Cuinn, his detail, he…” She scrambled to grasp what she should do, where she should go next, but it kept escaping her. As hard as she tried, she couldn’t put the fractured pieces of her thoughts together.

      “Prince Cuinn was here earlier. I don’t know where he is now. But Corrin, he would have made sure that…” Theac stuttered to a halt.

      “And Halun. Has anyone seen him?”

      “Tirina flew down to Dock City and found him. He didn’t know we were back, didn’t know that…” Theac shook his head. “I don’t know where he went.”

      “I need to…” She looked around. “I know I have to do something… I just don’t know what.”

      “Me either.” The veteran soldier’s face crumpled, and the sight of it sent her flying back into the vortex of grief and guilt. She stepped away from him. “There’s nothing you can do here. Go and be with your wife and Corrin’s sisters. Make sure they’re okay.”

      Theac merely nodded and walked away without protest, leaving Talyn standing there. With nowhere else to go, and still reeling with shock and grief, she limped over to join the Falcons that had obviously been given orders to help clear the debris from the yard.

      For the next full-turn she worked, helping to move the injured onto stretchers to be carried to the healer’s wing in the palace, then lifting debris, sweeping up and cleaning away the blood. She made herself focus on the physical work, knowing if she stopped, if she allowed herself to think about what happened…

      Not again.

      So, she worked. She worked until her shoulders ached and her hands were raw. Her leg was an agony of pain, and the dull throbbing in her head returned.

      In the end Ravinire appeared. He took one look at her and told her to stop and leave to get some rest.

      “I need to help, sir.”

      “You’ll hurt yourself even more if you keep going, Captain,” he said firmly. “Go. That’s an order.”

      But she couldn’t face returning to her empty quarters. How could she go into that building after it had exploded right in front of her, taking Tiercelin and her Wolves with it?

      “Talyn, listen to me.”

      “What?” she asked dully.

      “You always listened to me, right? That’s what we do. We’re partners, and we help each other.”

      “But you’re gone.” A sob welled in her throat.

      “I’m not. I’m here. I’m here to tell you that you know where you need to be right now. You don’t need to get through this alone. Not this time. Listen to me, Tal. Please.”

      She closed her eyes, letting the warm tears run down her face. “Okay.”

      

      Someone had had the presence of mind to ensure a detail of Wolves was guarding Cuinn, though the two standing guard at the tower door—Liadin and Lyra—were shaky and grief-stricken, and the entire area was utterly silent. Even so, they saluted at Talyn’s limping approach.

      That simple act of courage and respect almost broke her.

      “We’ve made sure enough healthy Wolves are surrounding the tower, Captain,” Liadin said quietly. “We’ll be here as long as is needed.”

      She nodded at them both, but that was all she had in her to give them. She opened the door to Cuinn’s tower without knocking, then closed it behind her, letting her eyes adjust to the dim interior.

      For a moment she frowned at the sight of shredded cushions scattered across the floor along with deep gouge marks in one section of the carpet. Jasper padded out of the darkness a moment later, a low snarl rumbling in his throat.

      “He showed up just before you,” Cuinn spoke. “Upset and bent on destroying my furniture. I suspect he knew something was wrong and feels he got here too late.” He was standing by the window, and a shocked gasp escaped her when he turned and she saw his bruised eye and split cheek.

      “It’s nothing.” He waved a hand at his face. “Just a little altercation with Mithanis after I…” His voice broke, and he shook his head, unable to continue.

      She should be worried about that. Afraid of the implications if Cuinn had openly challenged his brother. But there was nothing in her but grief. She bit her lip, the tears beginning to spill down her cheeks again. “I need your help, Cuinn, because I don’t think I can...” She trailed off. “Is that okay?”

      He was across the room in a second, pulling her to him and wrapping her in his arms and wings. “It’s okay,” he whispered. “It’s more than okay. Thank everything you’re all right.”

      The grief broke through then. She began to cry in huge, gulping sobs. Cuinn wordlessly guided her over to the couch. There, he wrapped an arm around her shoulders and drew her against his chest before cocooning them with his wings.

      Then he began to sing softly, a wordless tune, his magic not taking away her grief, but soothing it, making it something she could bear, something that hurt like she’d only ever once been hurt before, but a hurt she could live with.

      His voice broke occasionally, when his grief cracked through, and each time she clung more tightly to him, trying to offer her own comfort. After a time, her grief ran its course, her sobs fading away. Across the room, Jasper continued to prowl protectively, green eyes glancing towards them every few moments.

      “I’m sorry,” she mumbled, her voice hoarse. Sorry for dumping all this on him when he was grieving too.

      His only response was to draw her tighter against him. She rested her head against his neck and clenched her fingers into his shirt, eyes closed against his skin, needing the strength he was giving her.

      “Don’t let go,” she whispered.

      “Never,” he promised.
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      Talyn blinked as her groggy mind rose from sleep. Cuinn was moving, his arms unwinding themselves from around her waist. Her leg ached with a painful throbbing, her emotions were bruised, battered and sore, and grief made her close to tears, but she was alive.

      “Sari, I’m all right.”

      A shiver of a smile through her thoughts. “I’m glad to hear it. Thank him for me, will you?”

      “Dawn broke a little while ago,” he murmured. “I figured you’d want me to wake you.”

      Was it morning already? She’d slept far longer than she’d realised. She grimaced down at her bloodied, torn uniform. “Thanks.”

      “You’re beautiful,” Cuinn said quietly, a hand reaching out to touch her cheek. “How’s the leg?”

      “Painful,” she admitted, wincing as she tried to get to her feet. The rest of her body was tight and sore too. She wouldn’t be fighting anytime soon, a worry that flared strongly for a moment before she tucked it away as a problem to deal with later.

      One thing at a time.

      “I have to go.” She looked up at Cuinn. “I have no idea what state the Wolves are in—I shouldn’t have abandoned them last night.”

      “You did what you needed to so that you can be the captain they need today,” Cuinn said gently, but firmly.

      Her mouth quirked. “You sound like Sari.”

      “I’ll organise the funerals,” he said quietly. “I want to make sure they’re properly honoured, and nobody else up here will do that.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know if we’re safe. Where the attack came from, if—”

      “For today, we honour our dead,” he said firmly. “I will keep a double detail with me at all times, I promise, and after tonight we will decide what comes next.” He paused. “Talyn, we’ll have to move quickly. Mithanis is no longer under any illusions about how I feel about the Wolves and I…”

      “What is it?” More dread filled her at the desperate sadness in his gaze.

      “It wasn’t just the Wolves. Mithanis had Ronisin Nightdrift and his entire detail hanged.”

      She swayed on her feet, fresh grief rising and threatening to flood her.

      Cuinn held her tightly. “It was because of their loyalty to you. They loved you like the Wolves do and Mithanis won’t stand for it.”

      Ronisin. His quick smile and good heart. He’d risked his life for her and it had cost him everything. And Cuinn was right. If Mithanis had executed Ronisin it wouldn’t be long before he came for her.

      One step at a time. She took a breath. “Thank you, for everything.”

      “There’s nothing to thank me for.” His hand lifted to cup her cheek. “Together, remember?”

      She hadn’t really meant anything by those words the first time she’d spoken them; it had just been an attempt to help him understand that he had her and the Wolves at his side. But each time she’d said it since, it had meant more, and now she allowed herself to acknowledge and accept what it truly signified. Not a partnership—she’d never have another partner after Sari—but something just as powerful.

      There was fear with that acceptance. It would be impossible for there to be no fear, but there was a sense of relief too. And rightness.

      “Together.” She reached up to cover his hand.

      She moved away and opened the door, knowing that if she didn’t go then, she wouldn’t be able to. Halun stood outside, silent and sad. Relief swamped her. He was okay—she should have made sure of it the previous night. Guilt sank through her chest.

      Talyn glanced back at Cuinn. “Can you come to the drill yard in a quarter-turn? I need to speak to all the Wolves at once.”

      He bowed his head. “We’ll be there.”

      She walked over to Halun. “You’re all right?”

      Halun, who knew better than most how what happened would have affected her, simply reached out and settled his hand on her shoulder. She almost burst into tears.

      “I’m okay,” she reassured him. “I’ll see you in a quarter-turn.”

      

      First she went to the infirmary that had been set up to treat the most severely injured Wolves. It looked busy, two winged healers moving between beds and checking on the status of the patients. But it was the man at the door that caught Talyn’s attention.

      Corrin.

      Standing straight backed, drawn knife in his hand. Nobody could get to any of the Wolves without going through him.

      “You’ve been here all night?” she asked him softly.

      He turned bloodshot eyes towards her. “Yes, Captain.”

      A passing healer paused, glancing between them. “They took heart from your presence, Talon Dariel. We could feel it in our magic… a most unusual thing.”

      Talyn lifted her hand to Corrin’s shoulder, squeezed in gratitude. “Thank you.”

      “What happens next?” he asked.

      “I want to speak to all the Wolves. I think they’ll be safe here with the healers for a short time. Come to the drill yard in a quarter-turn.”

      “I’ll be there,” he said, then turned his attention back to watching over the injured.

      

      Talyn threw open the doors to the main dormitory—she wasn’t sure what to make of the fact that the blast had spared the main living areas of the barracks. Luck? A deliberate calculation? Or maybe they’d returned too early, before everything was in place—with enough force to send them thumping loudly against the stone walls on either side. Some of the Wolves were still asleep in their bunks, while others sat listlessly in various stages of dress.

      “Up!”

      Those who hadn’t been awakened by the doors either awoke at her shout, or were shaken awake by their comrades.

      “If all of you aren’t fully dressed and out in the drill yard in a quarter-turn, you’ll be washing dishes for the next six months,” she bellowed. “MOVE IT!”

      Not waiting for them to react, she turned on her heel and strode upstairs to where the talons’ private rooms were. She went first to Theac’s old room, hoping he’d spent the night down in Dock City with his family, but doubting it.

      Outside, she hesitated before going in, part of her terrified about what state she might find him in. She had never forgotten his drinking problem—it was always in the back of her mind, the fear that he might relapse. Not that she’d blame him if he had. If it hadn’t been for Cuinn the previous night, she wasn’t sure what state she’d be in herself.

      And even with that, grief still weighed so heavily on her it was a struggle to breathe properly, to walk strong and tall. She wasn’t sure if her newfound strength could cope with—

      You did what you needed so you could be the captain they need today.

      Right.

      “I’m with you. Every step of the way,” Sari whispered.

      Taking a deep breath, she gathered herself and opened the door. Instantly her eyes teared up. Theac sat at the foot of his bed staring into space. He was unshaven and hadn’t changed out of his previous day’s bloodied and torn uniform. A bottle of spirits sat on a small table directly across from him, unopened and untouched.

      “I’ve been staring at it all night,” his voice rasped, and he clambered stiffly to his feet. “But I’m stronger than that, Captain. You taught me to be.”

      Talyn half-sobbed and stepped forward to hug him fiercely. He stood shocked for a moment, then returned her embrace with the same fierceness.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, her voice full of feeling. “Thank you so much.”

      He patted her awkwardly on the back. “It’s all right.”

      She sniffed and stood back. “It’s a half-turn past dawn and the Wolves are still in the dormitory.”

      Theac didn’t look surprised. “I didn’t know.”

      “Where are Andres and Zamaril? Halun is on Cuinn’s shift,” she said.

      “I’ll help you find them.” He fell into step with her, looking down in discomfort. “I haven’t seen them since… I’m sorry, Captain. I should have done better.”

      “No, it’s my fault.” She sighed. “I let you all down. What happened… it was… I didn’t do well last time this happened to me. But things will be different this time. I’m stronger than I was.”

      Theac laid a hand on her forearm. “I can’t tell you how relieved I am to hear it. We need you now more than ever, Captain.”

      She straightened her shoulders. “I won’t fail you or them again.”

      They arrived at the door to Zamaril’s room, next to Andres’. Tiercelin’s was on the opposite side of the hall, empty now. Talyn couldn’t even look at it without a sharp tug of pain in her chest that made it a struggle to breathe.

      Theac opened the door without knocking. Andres was passed out on the bed inside, with Zamaril slouched asleep in a nearby chair. Both were unshaven and rumpled, and empty ale bottles littered the floor.

      Talyn turned straight back around, walked down the hall to their shared bathing area, filled a jug with water, and marched back. Without preamble, she dumped the water all over their faces.

      “Drill yard,” she snapped as they groaned loudly, rousing to groggy wakefulness. “Be there or you’re both out.”

      Theac picked up Andres by the scruff of the neck and hauled him bodily into a half-standing position, then kicked Zamaril’s chair over so that he was forced to either scramble to his feet or hit the ground.

      Leaving them to it, Talyn and Theac headed straight back downstairs.

      “Liadin and Lyra took responsibility for Prince Cuinn’s guard last night. They rounded up those that weren’t hurt and stood guard until Halun got there. They’ve been watching his tower all night,” Talyn said.

      Silence fell between them for a few seconds. He knew what she was suggesting without her having to say it.

      “They’ll do,” Theac said. “You don’t think it’s a problem to have two winged talons?”

      “Talons earn their position on merit. I don’t care whether they’re winged, human or pink with purple spots.” As achingly painful as it was, the Wolves needed leadership, which meant Tiercelin’s empty spot needed filling. It was time to do something about Zamaril’s too.

      And she was their leader, so it was on her to do what was necessary.

      “Fair enough, but what about Zamaril?”

      Talyn jerked her thumb back in the direction of where they’d found him and Andres. “Andres has a pass for today because of how close they all were, but Zamaril hasn’t done a thing since I demoted him to demonstrate he learned his lesson.”

      Theac nodded in reluctant agreement. “What are we going to do with him?”

      “A problem for another day.”

      Theac sighed and his shoulders sagged a little in relief. “I’ve lost men under my command before, but not men that were like my own family. To see you so destroyed by their deaths only made it worse. Whatever it is that has helped you to come back to us, I’ll be forever grateful.”

      “I’ll never leave you,” she promised quietly.

      Another silence, then, “What do we do next? That explosion was a direct attack on us, Captain.”

      “I know.” She looked away. “And we can’t be sure of where it came from or what’s next. But let’s get through today—as Cuinn said, today we honour our fallen. Tiercelin, the other Wolves that died… they deserve our respect and honour.”

      Theac nodded, his eyes full of unshed tears.

      

      To their credit, all the Wolves were dressed and out in the yard by the time she and Theac arrived. It took them a little longer to organise themselves into neat rows, but she forgave them that. Andres and Zamaril, clean shaven but bleary-eyed and haggard, emerged by the time they were all in neat rows. Cuinn stood off in the distance, watching quietly.

      Talyn stood before them, shoulders straight, hands loosely clasped behind her back. The weight of their attention was unbearably heavy.

      But she had the strength to carry the load. She was their captain.

      “Sari?”

      “I’m here.”

      Talyn held on to that, and then she spoke.

      “What happened yesterday, the deaths of our friends, our comrades, our family, it was heartbreaking.” Talyn swallowed. “You don’t recover from that kind of loss, but you do keep living. If I can give you any advice, it’s that you should hold on to those you’ve lost. Keep them in your heart. Use their memory to make you strong. To make you true. To honour them every day for the rest of your life. That’s what I’ll be doing.”

      She paused for a moment. The Wolves stood in their neat rows, every gaze watching her, unblinking. Tears streamed down many of their faces.

      “You all know that we are a part of something special here in Mithranar. We are here to do things the right way—to respect each other and watch out for each other. And you all know by now that Prince Cuinn is part of that too.” She looked over at the prince of song, and as she did, so did the Wolves. His eyes flashed. Then he bowed his head.

      She paused again.

      “We are Wolves. And we will keep training and fighting and we will keep him safe, because that’s our job, it’s how we’ll make things better. And it’s how we’ll honour the comrades we lost yesterday.”

      A moment’s silence, then Liadin threw back his head and howled. Lyra joined a moment later, the other winged Wolves adding their musical voices until the haunting howls of a wolf pack reverberated through the morning air.

      Once the echoes had faded into silence, each and every one of them drew themselves up and saluted sharply.

      Talyn waited a moment, rocked to her core by the solidarity of this wing she’d built. “Good,” she said in satisfaction. “Liadin Skywing, Lyra Songdrift, step forward please.”

      Shooting a quick, curious glance at each other, the two Wolves stepped forward.

      “We’re short two talons,” Talyn said briskly, pitching her voice so that all could hear. “You will fill the posts. We’ve lost brothers and sisters, so details will be short-handed. I am confident you can make it work until we recruit new Wolves.”

      They looked stunned, but recovered quickly.

      “Aye, Captain.” Liadin saluted crisply, and walked over to stand beside Corrin.

      Lyra was right behind him. “Thank you, Captain.”

      Talyn turned her gaze back to the assembled Wolves. “Corrin, Halun, your details will stay on Prince Cuinn today. The rest of you, time for the morning wall run.”

      Cuinn lifted into the sky, the winged Wolves on shift following. The rest of the Wolves began moving off at a jog towards the exit. She was watching them go, allowing the sight of them to give her strength, when an unfamiliar musical voice called out. “Captain Dynan?”

      A winged man stood a short distance off. Even if she hadn’t met him before—as the senior healer who’d undertaken the removal of her wing buds—she would instantly have known him as Tiercelin’s eldest brother, Jystar. His brown skin, grey wings and hazel eyes … he looked like a slightly older, more serious version of her Wolf talon. Her heart clenched, and she swallowed, trying to keep her voice even. “Lord Stormflight, can I help you?”

      He bowed his head with a touch of winged folk arrogance. “Our family never approved of Tiercelin being a Wolf, but…” He swallowed, clearly struggling with emotion. “I would like to honour his memory by enlisting with the Wolves. I am a healer, as my brother was, and I am willing to do what it takes to learn to fight.”

      “You want to join the Wolves?” Talyn asked warily. “Even though you hated the fact your brother was one of us?”

      “No matter what I thought of my brother’s choices, I loved him, Captain.” Jystar’s voice was taut with emotion. “And for him to die like that… it tears me apart to think that’s the end for him. I want to continue what he started.”

      “How can I trust you?” she demanded. “I’ll be blunt, I know your family is a close ally of Prince Mithanis, and I’m not convinced he wasn’t behind what happened yesterday.”

      Jystar flinched. “I don’t believe he was, but if so then… it doesn’t change what I want. As for trust...” He stepped closer to her in a single, graceful movement, head lowering, voice dropping. “I never removed your wing buds, Captain Dynan.”

      Her head jerked back in shock. “What?”

      “Tiercelin asked me not to, as a personal favour, because I am his brother,” Jystar said. “So I made the incisions, but never removed your wing buds. If Mithanis found out, I would be dead.”

      She studied him for a moment. “I’ll think on it. Await word from me. It won’t be long.”

      

      She caught up with the Wolves as they reached the top of the wall, glad to see Andres bringing up the rear.

      “How are you holding up?” she asked him, falling into step with him as they began their descent.

      He wouldn’t look at her. “I’m fine, Captain.”

      “You weren’t fine this morning,” she said. “Drinking doesn’t fix problems, it only makes them worse. You know that better than anyone.”

      He turned red, his mouth tightening. “It won’t happen again.”

      “I understand what you’re feeling, because I feel it too. If you need to talk, I’m here, Theac is here, and so are your wing mates.”

      “I’m going to be okay, Captain,” he said quietly.

      Talyn looked at him, saw the quiet determination she’d always seen in Andres’ face, and was reassured. “I think I am, too.”

      As the Wolves reached the bottom of the wall, their pace slowed, and then stumbled to a halt entirely. Talyn said nothing. Her eyes were on the thousands of flowers laid out at the base of the wall, covering the area where the Wolves always came down for their morning run.

      All colours and sizes. Some with bright ribbons holding them together. Others a single stem. And more were coming. On their own, with their families, in small groups, the residents of Dock City were walking over to the wall to place flowers amongst the others.

      “Wolves, form up.” Theac spoke before Talyn could, and Corrin was already moving, echoing Theac’s order. In moments the Wolves were lined up before the offering of flowers. Talyn stood with them, back straight, head bowed.

      “Salute,” Theac called.

      Boots stamped and wings rustled as the Wolves saluted sharply.

      And there they stood.
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      Talyn called an early end to morning training, then joined the Wolves in their mess for lunch. Conversation was scarce, the atmosphere heavy with grief and the ache of loss. She felt for them—she knew firsthand how sorely wounded they’d been by the horrific attack, and it was going to take time for them to recover. She was their leader, and they needed to see her with them, but while she ate, her mind was working furiously.

      “Any thoughts?” she asked Sari.

      “You’re in a bad spot, Tal. Yesterday was a direct attack on you and the Wolves. It could have been Mithanis, it could have been Vengeance—”

      Pain and guilt seared her. “If I caused this because I let Saniya go…”

      “You can’t think like that. Your guilt almost destroyed you before, don’t let that happen again.” Sari’s voice was firm, insistent. “You will make mistakes, Talyn. That is life.”

      Her hand clenched around the spoon she held, painfully so, but she nodded. “I have to move quickly. I won’t sit idly by while another attack could come at any moment. And Cuinn was right, Mithanis is likely to come for me next. Not to mention Cuinn attacking his brother yesterday has put him in more danger. But I don’t want to assume the izerdia blast was him—if he wanted Wolves dead he could have just executed them like Ronisin’s detail.”

      Sari’s relief at Talyn’s acceptance seeped through her mind. “Go back to our old strategy lessons. The answer is there.”

      “Strategic retreat,” Talyn murmured aloud.

      “Exactly. Withdraw. Somewhere safe, where you can recover, work out what’s going on, and make a plan to strike back.”

      Sari’s fierceness filled Talyn, and her grip on the spoon tightened again, a silent snarl curling at her mouth.

      And she had the answer.

      Nearby, Theac saw her change in expression, and he rose, making a gesture to Andres, Liadin and Lyra. She waited for them to come, to sit close around her. Something like relief and anticipation lit up her second’s face.

      “Light training this afternoon, enough to maintain appearances, but at the same time, I want them packing up and preparing to leave. Not a word to anyone.” Once, she would have been worried that one of the Wolves might talk, but not anymore, not after what she’d seen from them earlier. “We’re leaving tomorrow, all of us, on the dawn tide. I’ll speak to Halun shortly, ask him to arrange a ship.”

      Theac stared at her. “To go where?”

      “Port Lachley, it’s where my uncle is right now,” she said. “They came after us directly, Mithanis or Vengeance, or both, or someone else entirely. Without knowing, without understanding where the next attack might be coming from, we can’t protect ourselves or Cuinn. We’re getting him out to somewhere safe and then we’re going to plan what to do next.”

      Andres looked at her. “So we’re not leaving permanently?”

      Talyn smiled coldly. “Oh no. We’re coming back. And when we do, things are going to be different.”

      “Does Prince Cuinn know about this?” Liadin asked.

      “I’ll talk to him.” She looked at each of them in turn. “I want every single Wolf, even the injured ones, on board that ship at dawn. Nobody sees us preparing, am I clear? We’re gone before anyone realises what’s going on.”

      Lyra gave her a wolfish grin. “We can do that, Captain.”

      All of them looked up when a handful of Wolves from Corrin’s detail entered the mess, Mikah coming over to Talyn. “The prince would like a word with you all. He and the other talons are waiting in the common room.”

      Talyn’s gaze went straight to Cuinn as she stepped into the common room, but he looked fine, if not slightly drawn with shadows like bruises under his eyes. Corrin and Halun were equally calm, so she relaxed.

      Liadin came through last, closing the door behind them for privacy.

      “I heard about the flowers down by the wall,” Cuinn said quietly. “So I’ve arranged for the funeral to be held up at the citadel this evening. If the humans of Dock City turn out in force for a funeral down there… I can’t be certain Mithanis won’t feel threatened and retaliate.”

      “Thank you, Your Highness,” Theac said gruffly. “For everything you’ve done to—”

      “Don’t, Theac.” Cuinn cut him off. “Your Wolves train to give their lives for mine, and that’s what happened yesterday. I owe them this. I owe them so much more than this.”

      “Will you attend?” Theac asked.

      Cuinn’s head lifted, an intoxicating mix of determination, resolve and fire on his face. “There’s not a thing in this world that could stop me singing for them.”

      “Then we’ll make sure you’re safe, Your Highness,” Corrin said with quiet confidence.

      “I know you will,” Cuinn said simply. “Now I should go. I don’t want to intrude on you any further.”

      “A moment before you do? There’s something we need to discuss.” Talyn spoke, glancing at her talons. “Do you mind?”

      Theac bowed to the prince and the talons shuffled out.

      “How are you?” She moved closer to him as soon as the door closed.

      “I’ve spent most of this morning veering between grief so painful it made me close to tears and anger so intense I wanted to punch a wall,” he said, huffing out a rueful breath.

      “I know what you mean.” She smiled sadly and pressed her forehead against his chest for a moment, welcoming the comfort his nearness provided. His fingers slid into her hair, gently combing through the strands. The edge of her pain faded as she allowed him to soothe it away.

      After a moment, his hand cupped her neck and drew her up to meet his eyes. There was a steely determination in those green depths that bolstered her. “What you did this morning, rallying the Wolves the way you did, making them strong even though their hearts are breaking… I can’t be any less strong, Talyn. I refuse to be.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “Ronisin Nightdrift said something to me when I asked him why he was helping you escape. He told me he wanted a different Mithranar, the one he saw you trying to build, saw me—somehow—trying to build. Tiercelin wanted the same thing. As do your Wolves.” Cuinn’s mouth tightened. “I won’t let their sacrifice be wasted. I’m going to build that world. And for that to happen, Mithanis cannot be named heir.”

      She didn’t look away from his gaze. “To build that world, you need to be named heir.”

      He nodded. No doubt. No hesitation. “I want to be king, Talyn.”

      “Burn bright and true,” she murmured.

      His eyes blazed. “Burn bright and true.”

      “So we make you heir,” she said firmly. “But not from a position of vulnerability and weakness.”

      His gaze searched hers. “Tell me what to do, Ciantar.”

      She smiled. “We’re leaving tomorrow.”

      His eyebrows shot upwards, the expression of surprise making her chuckle. “And where might we be going?”

      “I can’t protect us properly here. We need to get away temporarily. Recover and plan what comes next.”

      “A strategic retreat,” he said, then smiled. “You’re taking me home.”

      “Port Lachley, actually. That’s where the family is at the moment.” She turned serious. “It’s time we claimed you as our own, Cuinn. Not only will that offer you greater protection, it will give us safe harbour while we plan.”

      He was as serious as she was, green eyes fixed unflinchingly on hers. “Plan to come back and deal with Mithanis once and for all.”

      A little thrill went through her. “Exactly. And when we come back, we do it with the full might of the Dumnorix at our back.”

      He sucked in a breath, eyes brightening. “That’s quite the plan. You don’t think we risk Mother naming Mithanis heir in my absence?”

      “I know that was her intention, but I doubt she’ll do it soon. I think Mithanis might have erred in going after Ronisin and the Falcons like he did—the lords will surely be wary of confirming a man who just executed an entire detail out of hand.” Talyn frowned. “And even if she does, then we’ll figure something out.”

      “All right.” He smiled, his hands tracing their way down her back, and she leaned up to kiss him, unable to help herself.

      “As much as I’d love to stay.” He pulled away reluctantly. “I should go before Corrin or Halun get impatient and someone walks in.”

      She sighed. Kissed him again. “We leave tomorrow at dawn.”

      He got halfway to the door before he hesitated, as if deciding whether to do or say something. His wings rustled in agitation.

      “Tell me,” she said softly.

      He firmed his shoulders. “Talyn, I love you.”

      She knew. Had felt it when they’d been together, the depth of his feelings for her unmistakable. And the terrifying thing was… it didn’t terrify her. It made her happy.

      “I ask for nothing in return,” he continued. “I just needed to say it, because I almost lost the chance in that explosion.”

      She took a breath. Reason tried to assert itself, to tell her that she was betraying her family, that what they had was impossible and would inevitably have to end, but she ignored it. Because she wanted to hold on to that little bit of happiness amidst the grief and pain. “Whenever we can manage this, time together, I want it. I want you.”

      “Despite the complications?”

      “I won’t pretend they don’t exist,” she said. “But let’s just take it one step at a time. Together.”

      He smiled, eyes alight. “I’ll see you tomorrow at dawn.”

      “I’ll be waiting.”

      

      The brief moments with Cuinn had restored any strength she’d lost from a morning spent doing everything she could to help her Wolves, and so after ensuring the talons had afternoon drill and preparations for departure under control, Talyn went to see Ravinire.

      Retreat was all well and good, but she wanted to know as much as possible before they left. At the very least she wanted a stronger indication of who had been behind the explosion. Given the timing of Ronisin and his detail’s murder, it seemed more likely the attack originated from Mithanis, rather than Vengeance, but then why hadn’t he just publicly executed the Wolves and Talyn too?

      Ignoring the pain from her leg, she put as much weight on it as she could manage, not willing to betray an ounce of weakness to anyone who might be watching. There probably weren’t many. The palace had grown even quieter than the day before, if that was possible. The execution of Ronisin and his men, followed by the attack on the Wolves, had presumably left many winged folk uneasy.

      She wondered what they thought of what had happened. While she’d been distracted by her grief and guilt and her focus on the Wolves, she’d seen no visible attempts by either Mithanis or his mother to reassure anyone or publicly explain what had happened.

      Surely the winged folk, not to mention the Queencouncil, were asking questions?

      The Falcon on duty outside Ravinire’s office took one look at the expression on Talyn’s face and waved her straight through.

      Ravinire stilled at the sight of her entering his office.

      “Did you tell him?” she said flatly.

      He shifted, eyes sliding away. “Captain, I don’t think this is the appropriate time to—”

      Cold anger took her over, and she didn’t try to hide it. “People died, Ravinire. Good people. My people. Is that what you wanted?”

      Ravinire flinched. “I didn’t tell Prince Mithanis.”

      Talyn leaned over the table in a move so quick he had no time to react and grabbed his tunic, forcing him to meet her eyes. “Are you trying to tell me that yesterday’s explosion was a coincidence?” she asked, her voice dropping to a deadly whisper.

      “Captain—”

      “Tell ME!”

      “I told the queen,” he admitted, tearing himself from her grip and sagging back in his chair. “It was my duty—she is my queen.”

      She wanted to rip him limb from limb. The hunger for vengeance, to take action against the person who had killed her Wolves, roped through her. And she could do it. Ravinire, winged or not, was no match for her.

      But while Talyn was sometimes reckless, she’d never, ever, allowed the heat of her emotion to dictate her strategy. And killing Ravinire wasn’t the solution to this.

      She stepped back from the desk, contempt dripping from her voice. “Are you happy with the results of that little confession?”

      “She wouldn’t have told him.” Ravinire shook his head stubbornly. “She loves Prince Cuinn and she knows the consequences if she told Mithanis.”

      “Then how else do you explain what happened?” Scorn filled her voice. “Ronisin murdered and my Wolves killed within the space of days.”

      A ripple of anger crossed Ravinire’s face then. “You don’t know the two things are connected. Ronisin Nightdrift had nothing to do with your little secret. He and his detail were executed for treason.”

      She lifted an eyebrow. “And tell me, Ravinire, what was their treason?”

      His mouth tightened. “You.”

      She stiffened. Cuinn had implied as much, but… “What?”

      “They were loyal to you!” Ravinire snapped. “It wasn’t just Ronisin and his detail, Captain Dynan. Mithanis expelled thirty other Falcons from the WingGuard. Stripped them of their titles and their position and tossed them out.”

      She stared in shock. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “You haven’t noticed the Falcons playing alleya with your Wolves? Haven’t noticed the evenings they spend together in the barracks playing cards and music?” Ravinire threw the words at her as if he were furious, not at her, but at the situation. “Well Prince Mithanis did. He noticed the little upswell of support for the heir to the Ciantar name and he didn’t like it. So he bided his time, waited until he knew the full extent of the problem, and he acted.”

      “I never acted against Mithanis. I gave him Vengeance, I had my wings cut out, I did everything he asked.”

      “That’s flea-biting bullshit and you know it! You’ve pushed him every chance you’ve had since you first stepped foot in this country, and you dragged Prince Cuinn along for the ride,” Ravinire roared, then abruptly the fight went out of him, and he sagged. “I didn’t know that Prince Mithanis was capable of this.”

      “Yes you did.” Scorn filled her voice. “You’re not a stupid man. You’ve always known what he’s capable of.”

      “My duty is to my queen,” he said simply.

      “If one more thing happens to hurt either Cuinn or my Wolves because of your betrayal… I will kill you. That’s not an idle threat.”

      He flinched. “I am your superior officer.”

      She laughed without mirth, backing away towards the door. “No, you’re not. I am Ciantar, remember?” She glanced around his office, finally settling her gaze back on his. “Maybe it’s time I claim my rightful position. Yours.”

      He said nothing as she left, slamming the door behind her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 39

          

        

      

    

    
      They gathered at dusk. The funeral biers for the dead Wolves lined the barracks yard, with Tiercelin’s at the centre. Lit torches surrounded them, the flames flickering in the evening breeze. Wolves slowly filed in.

      Cuinn drifted out of the sky, landing and furling his wings. His gaze searched for Corrin, who stood with Lyra and Liadin on the other side of the yard. By the time he crossed to join them, the Wolves had finished arriving.

      Talyn and Theac were the last to enter. They stood together, both stiff and clearly holding back strong emotion. Aching grief and loss filled the open space, pressing down on him, threatening to smother him.

      He would be strong.

      He took a deep, freeing breath, then glanced at Corrin. The talon stepped forward, his flute cradled in his hands. He lifted it to his mouth and began to play. Mithranan funeral music drifted across the yard, haunting and ethereal.

      Cuinn opened his mouth to begin singing, but stopped, stunned, as winged figures appeared above, dropping out of the sky to stand amongst the Wolves. There were at least twenty of them, if not more. Others remained hovering in the sky above. All wore teal and scarlet.

      Falcons. Come to honour the fallen Wolves.

      His gaze shot to Talyn, and he found her looking back at him, torn between unease and gratitude.

      Another deep breath, and he began to sing a wordless melody.

      His magic spread through him, strong and pure, wrapping his music in gratitude—for the fallen Wolves, for what they’d sacrificed for him. For Ronisin and his men too. He sang of their bravery and their honour.

      Slowly, Talyn and her talons stepped forward, each picking up a torch and lighting the biers. Bright orange flame leapt up into the sky, highlighting the tears on the faces of the watching Wolves.

      Liadin and Lyra added their voices to Cuinn’s.

      And then, from the sky above and from the Falcons standing with the Wolves, more musical voices rose, joining with Cuinn’s until the yard reverberated with music. At a silent cue, they turned the farewell melody into song, Cuinn leading, pouring everything he had into singing the words of Mithranar. Of farewell.

      We remember all those we lost

      Feathers bright they will not be forgot

      Our citadel shines golden and true.

      For all time for all time for all time.

      Cuinn allowed the magic of others to entwine with his, soaring through the night sky. Music and song magic filled the air, wrapping the fallen Wolves in love and respect and trust.

      As one, dear heart, as one.

      We fly as one.

      The wind will guide us home

      To glory under the sun.

      All glory under the sun.

      And then, slowly, he stopped, his voice fading into the night. At his side, the flute stopped too, Corrin’s head bowed as tears poured down his face.

      “Wolves!” Talyn’s voice, loud and clear through the night.

      As one, the Wolves bowed low to their fallen comrades.

      

      Cuinn left the Wolves to their mourning as the flames began to burn low, moving on foot so that his full detail could remain with him. Grief tugged unbearably at his chest, not helped by the emotion washing over him from everyone nearby. He was glad they were leaving at dawn the next day—he wasn’t sure he’d sleep tonight or anytime soon.

      The halls in the area of the palace assigned to Queencouncil members were oddly empty, and no Falcon guards stood outside the residence Cuinn stopped at. He knocked anyway, but there was no response.

      He changed course, leaving the palace and heading out over the Rush, covering the relatively short distance to where the most powerful families had their homes in the most exclusive and wealthy area of the citadel.

      The human servant who answered the door of the Nightdrift home, while clearly astonished to see the prince of song standing there, let him in without a word.

      “Stay out here,” Cuinn murmured to Andres. “I’ll be fine.”

      The servant bowed low. “Prince Cuinn. How can I help you?”

      “Lord Nightdrift wasn’t at his quarters in the palace. Is he here?”

      “I am afraid Lord Nightdrift is currently indisposed. Perhaps you could come back tomorrow?”

      “I will see him now,” Cuinn said, edging his voice with a hint of command. “Take me to him if he’s not feeling well.”

      The servant nodded, reluctantly showing him through to what looked like a study. At a look from Cuinn, he left without a word.

      Charl Nightdrift sat in a chair by the window, clutching a glass of spirits in his hand, wearing rumpled shirt and breeches. He was unshaven, his skin pale, the feathers of his scarlet wings unkempt and hanging lifelessly at his sides. The room was mostly dark. A single lamp flickered where it sat on a desk on the other side of the room.

      “Lord Nightdrift.” Cuinn spoke when it became obvious the man had no idea he was there.

      He shifted, turned to Cuinn. His eyes were desolate. His pain and grief thumped into Cuinn like a punch, even though he’d prepared himself for it as best he could. He breathed through the emotion, not allowing the pain to become his.

      “I am truly sorry about the loss of your son, Lord Nightdrift,” he said. “Ronisin was a man I liked and respected very much.”

      Charl barked out a bitter laugh. “What do I care what you thought of my son?” Clearly he was far enough gone in his grief he’d stopped caring about offending princes.

      “I didn’t say it for you,” Cuinn said simply. “I said it for Ronisin, who deserves to be honoured.”

      “He was a traitor.”

      “He wasn’t. And you and I both know it.”

      Silence fell, heavy and thick. Charl rubbed a weary hand over his face—Cuinn thought he might be scrubbing away tears. “My son…” he began hoarsely, then trailed off.

      “Your son wanted a better Mithranar,” Cuinn said softly. “And that is why he died.”

      “He was a traitor.” But there was no feeling in the words, just a sense of hopelessness.

      Cuinn moved, crossing the room to crouch before the man’s chair, forcing Charl to meet his gaze. “I would never have done to your son and his detail what Mithanis did.” His words shook with the force of his resolve. “Never. I want you to remember that, when it’s time for me to claim what’s mine.”

      Nightdrift blinked, and Cuinn rose to his feet. “I’ll see you soon, Lord Nightdrift.”

      He left quickly, re-joining his Wolves outside. It was getting late, and he had ten other families to visit tonight.
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      Talyn stood at the prow of the ship, staring out at the light drizzle drifting down to the ocean’s surface. Now that they were safely away from Mithranar, there was little to distract her from how much she missed Tiercelin and the other Wolves that had died. Or the guilt she felt over Ronisin and his detail and the other Falcons who had been expelled from the WingGuard. Or her worry over the injured Wolves on board with only Jystar to monitor them. What if one of them got worse? What if leaving was a mistake?

      “They’ll be safer with you than anywhere else,” Sari said firmly.

      “Captain.” Theac appeared at her side. “Are you okay?”

      “No.” She gave him a sad smile. “I just wanted to stand and stare at the ocean for a while.”

      “I’ve been doing the same,” her second confessed. “I know Corrin has too. Zamaril can’t bear to mention any of their names. Andres keeps everything inside, but his eyes have gone so bleak. And the winged folk… they won’t stop singing.”

      She huffed a laugh. It was true. Music filled the ship almost constantly, the winged Wolves’ way of dealing with their grief.

      Theac cleared his throat, changed the subject. “Did you mention this little trip to the Falcon, by any chance?”

      Talyn looked away. “I almost killed him, Theac.”

      “I see,” he said heavily. “He betrayed Prince Cuinn to Mithanis then?”

      “He betrayed Cuinn to the queen.” She hesitated. “Although he insists she wouldn’t have told Mithanis.”

      “I can’t see how else this would have happened.” Theac rubbed his jaw. “Vengeance… we did a lot of damage to them, and we seized their izerdia supply. They couldn’t have organised an attack on that scale, surely?”

      “I think you’re right. We had them on their heels.” She hesitated again. “Ravinire claimed Mithanis acted against Ronisin and the other Falcons because of me… because he saw their loyalty to me as a threat. But how could I know, Theac?” The words tore out of her, raw and painful. “I didn’t know.”

      Theac was silent a long moment. “I tried to tell you, lass. They looked up to you, wanted to follow someone like you. That doesn’t make you responsible for their deaths.”

      “He’s right.”

      “I’m going to make it right,” she said determinedly. That was clear to her more than anything else. With Cuinn, she was going to make it right. And she was going to make Mithanis pay.

      Theac nodded, accepting that, and changed the subject. “Have you told Prince Cuinn that Ravinire told his mother?”

      Talyn looked at her second helplessly. “How do I tell him that his own mother probably betrayed him to his brother?”

      “You don’t need to.” Cuinn dropped out of the sky, startling them both. “I already worked it out for myself.”

      “Your Highness.” Theac straightened in surprise. “I am sorry. Your mother… well, lad, I’d just like to say in my view she doesn’t deserve you.”

      Cuinn’s smile was bright as he rested a hand on Theac’s shoulder. “Thank you, Talon Parksin.”

      All three turned as Jasper prowled towards them across the deck. The tawncat could rarely be found far from Cuinn’s side since the explosion.

      “Has he eaten any sailors yet?” Talyn changed the subject, sensing the pain under Cuinn’s smile and not wanting to prolong it.

      “You’re hilarious.” Cuinn gave her a look.

      “How are you going to explain that vicious beast to your family, Captain?” Theac asked.

      “He’ll have to stay contained.” She looked at Cuinn. “We can’t afford to have him attacking people in the castle fortress because he thinks you’re threatened.”

      Cuinn knelt to stroke the tawncat’s silky head—he remained the only one allowed to touch Jasper. “I think he’s smart enough to know I’ll be safe there. And we’ll leave him with Halun. Jasper likes him most.”

      “After the captain, you mean.” Theac scowled.

      “After Talyn, yes.” Cuinn smiled. “How are the injured Wolves doing?”

      “Jystar is confident they’re all going to pull through,” she said. She’d decided to accept the healer’s request to enlist with the Wolves. His entreaties had resonated with her, his obvious love for Tiercelin something she didn’t think could be manufactured, and her talons would keep a close eye to make sure he could be trusted. “He said they noticeably rallied after you sang to them last night.”

      Cuinn straightened, delight flashing over his face. “In that case, I’ll go and sing to them again.”

      He was gone before either Theac or Talyn could say anything, disappearing in a flurry of silver-white wings.

      “Never thought I’d see a winged man so thrilled by the idea he might be able to help a human,” Theac muttered.

      “He wants to help. It’s all he’s ever wanted.”

      

      Their ship approached Port Lachley docks late in the morning. Given Talyn was unexpectedly arriving on her family’s doorstop with an Acondor prince and just under sixty foreign warriors, she sent a message on ahead to the castle the moment the ship made berth.

      Getting themselves off the ship and lined up along the jetty took time, and soon a large crowd of onlookers was staring at the spectacle.

      Talyn winced.

      “They aren’t going to love this idea of yours, are they?” Cuinn asked at her side. The two of them stood watching as her talons finished sorting the Wolves into neat lines, Jasper curled up at Cuinn’s feet.

      “They’ll be fine. Are you ready?” she murmured.

      “Ready to greet the family that doesn’t want me anymore than my mother and brothers do?” He turned towards her. “I can’t wait.”

      “I think you’ll find the Dumnorix are a little different,” she assured him, then amended. “After my uncle gets over his apoplexy.”

      Cuinn laughed. “What’s the plan, anyway? We just going to walk in there, announce I know who I am, and demand their help?”

      It was her turn to chuckle. “We might aim for a little more subtlety than that. Let’s greet them first. They’ll want to know why we’re here—I’ll put them off until Uncle can gather whatever family is in town. Otherwise, use that magic of yours to pick the right time. If we want their backing, we need to handle this carefully.”

      His expression turned sober. “I trust your advice, Talyn. But I don’t want to be away from Mithranar too long.”

      “Neither do I,” she assured him.

      Talyn led the way down the long pier, Cuinn and Jasper at her side. Theac and Corrin flanked them, two steps behind, and the Wolves marched along in formation beyond. They made an impressive sight in their grey and white, particularly the winged folk. Everyone on the docks stared.

      A familiar figure waited for Talyn at the end of the pier, a smile of welcome on his handsome face.

      “Tarcos!” she said in surprise. The sight of him caused a flickering of unease that was quickly dispelled by his warm hug—his anger at her was seemingly forgotten, or at least pushed aside in his pleasure to see her. And she was glad to see him too, glad to seemingly be on better footing than she’d left things. “What are you doing here?”

      “I was there when your message came, so I thought I’d come and say a proper hello before your family swallows you whole. It’s so good to see you,” he said.

      “And you.” She gestured to Cuinn. “You remember Prince Cuinn?”

      “I do.” Tarcos offered his hand, then his eyes widened as Jasper took a step forward. “What is that?”

      Cuinn shook firmly. “Lord Hadvezer. Good to see you again. That is my friend Jasper. As long as you don’t make any sudden moves, he won’t eat you. Probably.”

      Jasper obligingly let out a warning snarl. Talyn hid her smirk as Tarcos took a half step backwards before recovering. “No sudden moves. Got it.”

      Tarcos fell into step with Cuinn and Talyn, one wary eye on Jasper, and they walked together along the main road leading east out of the city. Once they got clear and turned north up the bluff to where the castle fortress looked down over harbour and city both, the traffic on the road thinned and they made better time. The Wolves marched in neat rows, offering the occasional smile or wave to those who stared at them.

      Beside her, Cuinn’s gaze was wide, taking in the hulking castle sprawling across the rocky bluff ahead of them, the SkyRider base on a second bluff to the east, and the rolling, forested hills spreading out from there to the horizon—the tallest of which was Mount Fanar. Talyn had raced that mountain on FireFlare twice before, and won both times.

      “You’re still with Uncle’s court then?” she asked Tarcos. “I thought you’d be back in Firthland by now, learning the ropes from your uncle.”

      “That will come later. For now I asked to be his representative to King Aethain’s court,” Tarcos explained. “I’m thrilled that you’re back, Tal. I wasn’t sure when I was going to see you again, and I didn’t like how we left things.”

      Talyn ignored Cuinn’s pointed look and smiled at Tarcos, relieved his anger at her seemed to have passed. He’d always been a wonderful friend and she was pleased not to have lost that. “Neither did I.”

      He glanced back at the Wolves marching behind. “What brings you both here? And with all your Wolves?”

      “It’s a long and complicated story, and one that I need to discuss with my family first,” she said apologetically.

      He frowned again, clearly knowing her well enough to pick up the repressed grief in her voice. “What’s happened, Talyn?”

      She smiled and forced the dark thoughts away. “Nothing that needs to worry you.”

      “We’ll have a drink together,” he promised. “Right after you’ve dealt with that powerful family of yours. How long are you staying?”

      “Not long. A few days, maybe a week,” she said carefully, not wanting to upset him.

      He sighed, sounding resigned. “I knew it would be too much to hope for more.” They approached the castle gates and Tarcos halted. “I might take a walk while I’m out in the fresh air. Make sure you come and find me for that drink.”

      “It is lovely weather for a walk.” Cuinn flashed a winning smile. She didn’t miss the little hint of song magic he used to bolster Tarcos’s interest in leaving.

      “I’ll find you after,” she promised Tarcos.

      As soon as he was striding away, she elbowed Cuinn in the ribs. “Quit being jealous.”

      “I would never!” he said, scandalised.

      She grinned. He grinned back.

      “Six thrices, you’re ridiculous. I NEVER thought I’d see my fearless, cool-as-ice partner silly with infatuation.”

      “You shut up.”

      A brief silence, then, “I’m happy for you.”

      “You did notice that he pretended I wasn’t here that entire conversation?” Cuinn asked mildly.

      “I did.”

      “Very polite, Firthlanders, aren’t they?”

      “Enough.” She gave him a look.

      The gates opened and two Kingshield came out to greet them. Talyn recognised Captain Dunnil.

      “Captain Dynan.” He gave a short head bow to Talyn, then did a quick double-take at the sight of Jasper. “Your Highness.” A more pronounced bow to Cuinn. “Welcome to Port Lachley.”

      “Thank you,” Cuinn said graciously. “I apologise for my sudden arrival. I’m aware of the strain that must place on your guard rotations. I’m hoping my Wolves will help alleviate that.”

      Dunnil glanced at Talyn, then nodded. “We’re preparing barracks for them inside, Your Highness. Captain, your mother is waiting for you. My men will escort your Wolves, if you and Prince Cuinn would like to come with me?”

      “Captain?” Theac barked, stepping forward. He didn’t seem to like the proposed arrangements.

      “We’re inside my family’s home, Theac. There’s no safer place for us,” she reassured him. The words, spoken aloud, sank in for her too. Here they were safe. “Help the talons get the Wolves settled in and ask Halun to take Jasper. I’ll come and find you later.”

      He saluted, reluctance all over his face. “Yes, Captain.”

      

      Talyn’s shoulders gradually stiffened as Dunnil led her and Cuinn through the fortress hallways—she’d promised her uncle she’d never tell Cuinn who he was, and she’d blatantly broken that promise. Not to mention breaching the First Blade’s confidence in telling Cuinn about the planned invasion.

      Leaving Mithranar so abruptly had felt right, the only way to keep Cuinn safe until they could plan the best way forward.

      But that certainty was rapidly fading under the imminent reality of not only telling her uncle and mother she’d broken her word, but then demanding they formally acknowledge Cuinn. She’d gone well beyond the remit of a Dumnorix not part of Aethain’s court without any power or responsibility.

      Her uncle was going to be furious with her. And her mother… worse.

      “To be honest, I’m kinda glad I’m not there.”

      “Helpful, as usual.”

      Cuinn’s eyes roved her face, sensing her creeping dread. He placed a brief hand on her back, and like a jolt his magic flowed into her. Steadying. Calm. A smile crept over her face.

      Ahead of them, Dunnil opened the doors to one of the castle meeting chambers, and gestured for Cuinn and Talyn to enter. Alyna Dumnorix was there, seated at a table near a fireplace and frowning over some paperwork. She looked up as they entered, and for a tiny instant cold anger flashed in her eyes. It vanished as quickly as it had come and Talyn was left wondering if she’d imagined it.

      “Mama.” Talyn walked over, straight into a warm hug. She held on tight, her grief surging with a vengeance now that she was in her mother’s arms. Alyna hugged her back just as fiercely. By the time they parted, Talyn had recovered her poise.

      Alyna stepped back. “You finally came. And you brought Prince Cuinn.”

      Cuinn bowed slightly and offered a warm smile. “A pleasure to see you again, Lady Alyna.”

      “Is Uncle around?” Talyn asked. “We all need to talk.”

      Alyna glanced between them, a considering look on her face. “He’s with Ariar actually—away from the city. They’ll be back in a day or two. Is something wrong?”

      “I… yes.” Talyn nodded, disappointed. She didn’t want to linger any longer than was necessary, but they had no choice but to wait for her uncle’s return. “I’d rather wait until they’re both here before we get into it. Is it all right if we stay until then?”

      Alyna chuckled. “As if you even need to ask. We’re already preparing rooms. Six thrices, Talyn, did you really need to bring all of your Wolves, though? The Conmoran lords are not going to be happy that so many foreign warriors have made an uninvited appearance in their capital.”

      “Sorry,” Talyn apologised. She knew managing the lords’ pride would be hard work for her mother and Aethain to manage. “But it was necessary. A detail of ten will be on Cuinn at all times—I hope that won’t be a problem?”

      Alyna frowned in concern. “Talyn, what’s going on?”

      Talyn squeezed her mother’s hand. “We’d rather not tell the tale more than once.” She swallowed. “It’s not a happy one, Mama.”

      Alyna’s gaze shifted to Cuinn, full of worry. “You’ll both join me for dinner, I hope?”

      Where she would do her level best to pry the information out of them. Talyn nodded gamely. “We’d love to. I’ve missed you, Mama.”

      Alyna stepped closer, violet gaze searching Talyn’s face. “Are you okay?”

      “She is.” Cuinn spoke before Talyn could, using a subtle hint of magic that was just enough to relax Alyna’s shoulders and smooth the frown from her face. “We’ve had a difficult time recently, but as Talyn said, it’s a long tale best told all at once.”

      “If you say so.” Worry still lingered in her mother’s eyes, but she seemed to have let it go for the moment. “Captain Dunnil will show you to your rooms. I’ve put you in the guest wing if that’s all right? A few lords are in residence at the moment so these walls are almost full-to-bursting.”

      “It’s absolutely fine.” Talyn hugged her mother again. “We’ll see you at dinner.”

      

      The quarters they’d been given in the guest wing were luxuriously appointed, with separate bedrooms that surrounded a common area with chairs, lounges and a massive fireplace.

      A fire had been lit to dispel the cold air in the room, and a tray of food and drink sat on a table by the window. As soon as the door closed behind them, Cuinn reached out to grab her hand. “Come here,” he laughed, pulling her in and pressing his mouth to hers.

      She crashed into him, winding her arms around his neck and falling with him onto one of the couches. Too long. It had been far too long on that stupid cramped boat with no privacy whatsoever.

      His hands went to her shirt, fingers brushing her bare skin. It was heaven to feel his body entwined with hers again, his mouth raining kisses on her face and lips. She tore his shirt off, and laughed as his fingers fumbled with the buttons on her own shirt, made awkward by his urgent desire.

      “I missed you,” he breathed against her skin.

      “I did think about you from time to time.” Talyn found his belt, tugged it out of his pants, then helped shove them down and off. Her breeches were next and then they were skin to skin, finally. His mouth pressed against hers. Talyn’s eyes slid shut at the sensation and she pulled him closer, closer, always closer.

      

      Not entirely unexpectedly, a messenger knocked on the door a full-turn later. Talyn extracted herself from Cuinn, dragged clothes back on, and answered the door. A servant stood there holding a message, but before he could say anything, Jasper shot through the opening in the door, forcing her to jump back out of his way.

      The servant stared, clearly torn between fascination and terror.

      “Can I help you?” she asked.

      Wordlessly, he passed her a note, then walked away. Fast.

      Talyn opened the folded parchment—her mother wanted to see her.

      “You didn’t use enough magic on her,” Talyn said wryly as she kicked the door shut. Jasper had leapt up onto the sofa and was purring as a bare-chested Cuinn stroked his ears.

      “It was hard. You Dumnorix are all so strong minded,” he said. “She’s just worried about you.”

      “And she won’t let it go till I’ve told her at least part of the story.” She sighed. “I’ll be back later… sometime. Would you mind checking that the Wolves are settling in okay?”

      He nodded. “She loves you. Remember that when you start getting stubborn and annoyed.”

      Talyn leaned down to kiss him. “You’re going to keep Jasper from eating people?”

      “Absolutely.” He grinned.

      

      “Mama?” Talyn knocked on the ajar door of her mother’s private rooms.

      Alyna turned and smiled. “Ah, you got my message. Come in, Talyn. I hope you didn’t truly expect me to let your rather dire comments go without further discussion?”

      “No, I suppose not.” Away from Cuinn, the shadows pressed down on her again. A manageable weight, though. One she’d learned to bear.

      Alyna sat by the windows, then motioned Talyn to a chair opposite. Her violet eyes were dark with concern. “Tell me what happened.”

      “The full story can wait, but… we lost some Wolves in an attack. One of my talons died.” Talyn swallowed, having to force the words out.

      Alyna reached over to squeeze her hand. “I’m so sorry. You’re all right though? You weren’t hurt?”

      “Nothing serious.” Jystar had removed the stitches in her leg, and although it was sore, she was walking normally again.

      Her mother’s sharp gaze searched Talyn’s face for a moment, but Alyna seemed to accept she didn’t want to talk about it any further. She shifted away, changing the subject. “Aethain and Ariar are due back late tomorrow. I’ve cleared the king’s schedule for the morning after so we can discuss whatever it is you need to.”

      “Thank you.” Talyn settled back in the chair.

      Alyna was silent a moment, then, “I noticed that Tarcos couldn’t get out of here quickly enough to go and meet you. I’m glad for you, Talyn.”

      Talyn chuckled, stretched out her injured leg without making it obvious it was aching slightly. “It’s not like that, Mama.”

      “You don’t have to worry about upsetting me. You and Tarcos were always intended to be married. It’s a suitable match for us.”

      She lifted an eyebrow. “It would be if I was part of Aethain’s court. Which I am not.”

      Alyna gave her a look. “He’s your lover, isn’t he? What’s so terrible about marrying someone you already like and respect?”

      “Actually, no, he’s not my lover anymore.” Talyn sat forward. “And I’m confused about why you’re becoming so insistent on this.”

      “You are a Dumnorix, Talyn. It’s important that you do your duty by your family—and in this case we’re not asking much. You like Tarcos. There is no Trystaan in your life.”

      “She has no idea.”

      “Quiet.”

      Talyn raised her eyes to her mother’s. “You know how important Mithranar is to me.”

      “I know you love it there. I know you enjoy leading the Wolves and it gives you a sense of satisfaction,” Alyna said. “But being here with us would give you that same feeling. And you know as well as I do that we don’t always get the things we want.”

      Talyn studied her mother’s face, tried to fight the feeling that she was talking to a stranger. She’d spent most of her life away from home since turning sixteen, had rarely seen her parents after that. She loved them, yes, but she hadn’t been part of their lives. And Sari’s death had changed Talyn irrevocably, in ways her mother had never gotten to know or understand.

      It was startling to realise that Trystaan’s death had done the same for her mother in ways Talyn probably wouldn’t ever understand either. Because she hadn’t been there. She’d been in Mithranar.

      To survive her grief, Alyna had retreated to her Dumnorix self, to the only comfort and strength available to her.

      “You tried that, but it didn’t work,” Sari murmured.

      “No. I found my solace in my father’s home.”

      Talyn’s heart sank. Maybe she just needed to find another way to make her mother understand. “Did you know that Da was winged folk?” she asked softly.

      Alyna shifted, taken aback by the subject change, sadness filling her expression. “I asked him once, about the scars on his back. It was too painful for him to talk about. I couldn’t bear the agony in his eyes so I never raised it again.”

      Talyn leaned forward, reaching out to touch her mother’s knee in support. “For a winged person, having their wings removed is an unimaginable horror.”

      Alyna swallowed. “That’s what happened to Trys?”

      Talyn nodded. “What did he tell you about his family, the reasons he left Mithranar?”

      “I know there were political reasons, that he felt he had to leave and couldn’t return. But he rarely spoke of it.”

      “He was the heir to a very powerful family—his father was the right hand of the queen. Da had a half-brother, a human, who became a criminal.” Talyn paused. “When Queen Sarana found out, she had Da’s entire family executed. Da barely escaped. He had his wings removed so that he wouldn’t be recognisable. That’s why he was so afraid of me going to Mithranar.”

      “She killed them all?” Alyna’s violet eyes had gone dark with horror.

      “Yes. Do you understand what I’m saying now, Mama? You talk as if Mithranar is a toy I like to play with. But it’s more than that. It’s a part of me. I am as much Mithranan nobility as I am Dumnorix.”

      “No, you’re not.” Alyna’s face hardened. “You were born and raised here, with us. We are Dumnorix—you don’t get to cast that aside. We have inherent responsibilities you are shirking.”

      That stung. Guilt writhed—was her mother right? But she didn’t want to fight, she didn’t have the emotional energy for it. Instead, she just rose from her chair. “I think I’ll give dinner a miss tonight. Please let me know when my uncle and Ariar arrive.”

      “Talyn, wait!”

      “Later, Mama.” She tried not to slam the door on her way out.

      

      Cuinn was gone from the guest quarters when she arrived back there, hopefully still with the Wolves. Walking to her mother’s quarters and back had left her healing leg sore, but she ignored the pain, crossing to the window where she could look out over the lights of the city below.

      A soft knock came at the door, surprising her. Cuinn wouldn’t knock, and she’d made it clear to her mother that she wanted space. Who else would be coming to see her?

      “It’s open,” she called out.

      Tarcos entered, dressed to join the family and whatever nobles were in residence for dinner in the great hall.

      “Tarcos.” She managed a smile. “I’m going to eat up here tonight. I’m not really in the mood for a big dinner and talking to all those people.”

      “I thought that might be the case. Can I join you?”

      She sighed, tried to work out how to refuse without hurting him. Cuinn would be back soon, and she wanted to eat with him—wanted to just be with him. Tarcos saw the answer on her face, and stepped closer. “We’re still friends, aren’t we? I haven’t ruined that?” His eyes were hazel warmth.

      “We are,” she said. “I know I hurt you, and I’m sorry for it.”

      He was quiet again, the frown returning. “Your mother has spoken to me formally of a potential match between us.”

      “I see,” Talyn said quietly. “I wish she hadn’t. Tarcos—”

      “Wait.” He raised his hand. “Please hear me out.”

      “All right.” She wanted to give him that, at least.

      “I heard what you said to me in Ryathl. It hurt, and I’m sorry that I reacted the way I did.” He reached out to take her hand. “I understand that you’re not in love with me. But we are friends, and you like and respect me. Isn’t that a good basis for a marriage?”

      “You didn’t hear everything I said.” She met his gaze, trying to be gentle. “It’s not about that. I don’t want to be married. Especially not to the warlord of Firthland. My life isn’t there, Tarcos.”

      He took a deep, shuddering breath. “I could wait. Until Mithranar is out of your system. Until you’re ready.”

      “I will never be ready. It will never be what I want.” She spoke firmly. “I don’t want to hurt you, but if I’m not honest you’ll only be hurt worse in the long run.”

      His jaw clenched. “I need you at my side.”

      “No, you don’t. You will be a fine warlord without me.”

      Tarcos stepped away then, dropping her hands. “That wasn’t what I meant.”

      “Then what?” she asked, mystified.

      “It doesn’t matter. I’m sorry to have bothered you about this again.” He turned and left.

      The door closed with a click behind him, and after a moment’s hesitation, Talyn reached for her cloak and followed him out. The heavy weight of grief was back, along with the unease and guilt over the conversations she’d had with Tarcos and her mother.

      She wanted to see the Wolves. See Cuinn.

      And let them help her.

      

      Many full-turns later, Talyn couldn’t help the laughter bubbling out of her as Cuinn tickled her mercilessly, rumpling the sheets beyond repair as they rolled over and over. Eventually she slapped his hands away, gripped his wrists, and pinned them to the pillows above his head. Firelight glimmered over the walls, warming the room despite the cold outside.

      “We should get some rest,” she said, grinning. It had been not far off midnight when they’d returned from dinner, but something about several full-turns in the company of Cuinn’s guards had both of them in energetic moods. Now it was drifting into the early hours of the morning.

      “Do you really want to go to sleep right now?” He asked, green eyes dark as he ran a slow, seductive gaze over her naked body.

      “Absolutely not.” She lowered her mouth to his for a slow kiss.

      Mid-kiss, she dropped her hands to his ribs and began tickling the bare skin she found there. He gave a shout of startled surprise and they began wrestling under the sheets again, laughing with delight. Eventually she dropped down beside him, breathing hard, draping an arm across his chest.

      Cuinn shifted so they were eye to eye. “Where do you see this going, Talyn?”

      “You want to talk about that now?” She lifted an eyebrow, not bothering to pretend not to know what he meant. “Is it because Tarcos asked me to marry him again?” She’d told him as soon as they’d had a moment alone, walking back to their rooms from dinner with the Wolves.

      “Partially, but not because I’m jealous.” A look of wonder spread over his face. “When we’re together… you don’t hide from me. I can feel everything you feel. How could I doubt you after that?”

      “Then why?” she asked.

      “It just made me think… you don’t want to marry Tarcos. But does that mean you never want to marry?”

      “I’ve never wanted it, Cuinn,” she said softly, wanting to be as honest with him as she had with Tarcos. “I’m a warrior—I live for that. Settling down, children, family life, it’s not me.”

      He propped himself on an elbow, clearly thinking about that. “Sari had those things and was still Callanan. It didn’t hold her back from what she wanted.”

      She would be lying if she said it hadn’t crossed her mind, even briefly, even if she’d shoved the thought away each time she thought it because…

      “It’s not possible,” she whispered. “I can’t do it to my family. I know that Mithranar’s safety is at stake too, but a marriage between us would form a power base that could destabilise the Twin Thrones. Even if I wanted to marry, I couldn’t marry you.”

      His mouth twisted. “I wish I didn’t understand, but I do.”

      She sighed, pressed her forehead against his. “We probably shouldn’t have started this.”

      “Probably not. But let’s hold onto it as long as we can,” he murmured, shifting to kiss her.

      She kissed him harder, pushing him down against the sheets, hands sliding over his skin, gasping in delight when his wings closed around them. A happiness she hadn’t felt before filled her as his touch removed every thought but him from her mind.

      How was she going to let this go?
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      Aethain and Ariar arrived the following afternoon, their approach announced by a Kingshield rider sent on ahead. A messenger from Alyna found Cuinn and Talyn in the mess with the Wolves.

      Cuinn’s heart sank a little at the news. This precious time he and Talyn had been able to share was about to come to an end.

      Ariar—not delayed by several courtiers needing his attention—bounded into the entrance hall moments after Cuinn and Talyn managed to get there, blue eyes bright, hair rumpled from the ride. He came straight over, a wide smile of welcome on his face. Cuinn had liked Ariar from the moment they’d met, and wondered now how much of that was due to their shared blood. It was an odd thing, the knowledge that he had other family.

      “Ariar!” Talyn grinned a greeting and threw her arms around her cousin.

      “Talyn. Cuinn.” Ariar hugged her tightly then stepped back to grin at Cuinn. Nobody pointed out that Ariar had unthinkingly dropped Cuinn’s title, as all members of the Dumnorix did with each other. “It’s good to see you both. How long have you been here? I had no idea you were planning a visit.”

      “We docked three days ago,” Talyn explained. “Events in Mithranar prompted the trip. I’m hoping to talk to all of you about it once Uncle has settled in.”

      Ariar frowned. “That sounds ominous.”

      “Unfortunately it is.” Talyn glanced at Cuinn. He hated the shadows in her eyes at the mention of what had happened. “Mama has already cleared your schedules for a family meeting first thing tomorrow. She’s rather anxious to know about whatever it is that brought us here.”

      “That’s mean of you, to keep her hanging like that.” Ariar’s eyes twinkled.

      Talyn winced. “Part of the reason is that our story is difficult, and we’d prefer to have to tell it only once. And the rest, well, I’d rather you all get furious at me all at once.”

      Ariar threw back his head and laughed, a reaction that had Cuinn liking him even more. “I cannot wait. Will you at least be at dinner this evening?”

      “If you are, we will be,” Talyn promised.

      “Both of you?” Ariar turned his attention to Cuinn, expression hopeful.

      “I’d like that,” Cuinn said, pleased. He looked forward to spending some more time with Ariar.

      “How about we leave Uncle to his business and say hello at dinner?” Talyn eyed the courtiers still surrounding Aethain.

      “That is an excellent plan.” Ariar followed them as they headed out of the hall.

      

      Several lords and ladies in residence, as well as Tarcos, filled the formal dining table along with Aethain, Alyna and Ariar when Talyn and Cuinn joined them for dinner that night. Darkness had fallen, but the large hall was bright—the result of several warming fires along the walls and a myriad of hanging lanterns.

      The atmosphere was formal, restrained, vastly different to what Cuinn was used to in Mithranar. But he got the distinct impression that was simply the Conmoran way, and not a result of unhappiness or discomfort. He sensed nothing but respect and loyalty from the various lords when they greeted their king.

      “Is this an official visit, Prince Cuinn?” Aethain asked.

      “That’s actually a complicated question to answer,” Cuinn admitted. “Perhaps we can talk in greater detail tomorrow?”

      “How’s Aeris? Has he settled in well to Samatia?” Talyn asked, presumably attempting to deflect further questioning.

      Aethain’s severe face softened. “I miss the lad fiercely, but yes, he’s doing well.”

      Cuinn glanced at Talyn. She was seated next to him, and they were both a little further down the table than Aethain, Ariar and her mother, who sat around the top of it. He wondered how angry her family was going to be that she’d told Cuinn the truth. Maybe they wouldn’t be angry—after all, he could tell they all felt the undeniable pull of Cuinn’s Dumnorix blood now that he’d stopped wearing his glamour and using song magic to deflect their attention.

      The little glances they shot his way when they thought he wasn’t looking were filled with fascination and unease. Most of the former were from Ariar, and the latter from Alyna. Aethain seemed distracted by other worries on his mind. Tarcos flat out couldn’t stand him. Cuinn wondered if jealousy was the only reason for that.

      “Talyn?” Ariar called across the table.

      “Ariar?” she mimicked, teasing him.

      “When are you planning on returning to Mithranar?”

      “As soon as we can.” She glanced at Cuinn. “There are some things we need to do here first. Hopefully with all of your help.”

      “I’m growing more and more intrigued.” He winked. “I’ll stay on until you leave then.”

      Talyn smiled. “Good.”

      Ariar leaned towards them, lowering this voice. “This dinner is getting more boring with every passing second.”

      “We could always stage a dramatic escape. Talyn could create a diversion,” Cuinn offered in an equally loud whisper.

      Ariar nodded thoughtfully. “I like your thinking. Shall we just up and run for it?”

      “Absolutely. We’ll have the element of surprise. They won’t be able to catch us.”

      “Both of you will stay exactly where you are,” Talyn hissed. “If I have to stay then so do you.”

      Ariar shrugged, but rose to move down the table to be closer to them, politely dislodging poor Lord Somner in the process. “So, tell me. Just a little hint on why you’re really here? I promise to act surprised at our meeting tomorrow.”

      Talyn shared a look with Cuinn. In her emotions he read that she’d leave it to him to decide what to tell Ariar.

      Cuinn summoned a casual tone to hide his pain. “Let’s just say I’m not well-liked by my eldest brother and likely heir to my mother’s throne. Mithanis tends to get violent when he feels threatened. We lost some of our Wolves.”

      The merriment had vanished entirely from Ariar’s face as he glanced at Talyn. “Cousin, this disturbs me. Does our uncle know of it? If the threat to Prince Cuinn’s life is as serious as you imply, he would want to help.”

      “Would he?” Talyn met her cousin’s eye.

      Ariar’s expression turned grim. “He should.”

      Talyn relaxed, giving a little nod. “I hope he does. We’re going to need it.”

      

      Talyn turned over in her sleep, moving deeper into Cuinn’s arms. He lay awake, mind awhirl. The closer they came to the meeting with her family tomorrow, the more worried he was. No matter what the outcome, his life, his future, was about to change dramatically. And it was likely he was going to have to face that alone. Talyn wasn’t going to be with him forever.

      His arms tightened around her. He’d just about drifted off to sleep when a loud thudding sounded, distant, and slightly muffled. Talyn was already rolling out of the bed and reaching for her daggers before he registered that the sound wasn’t normal.

      They both stilled, waiting.

      Another thud.

      “Get dressed.” Talyn grabbed her clothes.

      He did as she bade without complaint. “What is it?”

      Before she could reply, the sound of bells began ringing through the night.

      “Don’t tell me, those are alarm bells?” Cuinn asked as he tugged on pants. “What is going on?”

      Talyn tightened her weapons’ belt around her waist, brushed fingers over the hilts of her daggers. “No idea.”

      She ran for the door. Cuinn dragged on a shirt, precious seconds wasted as he fumbled with the extra buttons, then sprinted after her, catching up to her before she reached the bottom of the stairs. Jasper paced the stone at the base of the steps, agitated and clearly waiting for them to come down.

      Wolves were spilling into the common area, Corrin in the lead. He stopped dead at the sight of Cuinn and Talyn descending together from her room. The concern on his face faded into surprise, and then embarrassment.

      Silence descended.

      “What’s going on?” Talyn snapped.

      Corrin cleared his throat. “I don’t know. We heard the explosion and my first priority was to ensure the prince was safe.”

      “I’m fine,” Cuinn shouted above the ringing bells. “Can you—”

      Booted feet sounded from the corridor outside, and then Theac burst in, taking in the room in a glance before his gaze settled on Talyn. “The Kingshield have been summoned to the north-west wing. Two explosions went off.”

      Cuinn took a breath. “What’s in the north-west wing?”

      “Nothing.” Talyn frowned, clearly thinking hard. “Kitchens, storerooms. Stables outside.”

      “An accidental explosion then?” he suggested.

      “No,” Theac answered. “I overheard one of the Kingshield captains. There isn’t any izerdia stored in the castle. It’s kept elsewhere.”

      Cuinn glanced at Talyn, saw the shadows in her eyes. “Theac, take the Wolves to join the Kingshield and help with the castle’s defence in case this is some sort of attack. Leave Corrin’s detail here with Talyn and I.”

      “Right.” Theac saluted and ran.

      “Where are we going?” Corrin asked.

      Talyn glanced at Cuinn. “Let’s find my family.”

      

      “I can smell smoke,” Corrin murmured as he scanned the corridor, hand on the hilt of his sword. They were approaching the royal wing, Talyn insisting on caution. Her emotions were coolly controlled as always, mind clear, but Cuinn could sense her underlying unease.

      She thought the explosions were a distraction.

      “Izerdia fumes,” Roalin muttered. His purple wings furled and unfurled at his back. “I’d recognise that sweet scent anywhere.”

      Talyn glanced at Cuinn. “At the end of this hall is a wide foyer area with a set of steps that lead up into the royal wing. It’s where my mother, Ariar and the king all have their rooms. It will be crawling with Kingshield so we need to be careful,” she said. “We don’t want to walk into a stray arrow because they think we’re attacking.”

      Jasper pressed against his leg, snarling softly—his desire to hunt, to kill, was as clear to Cuinn as if a human were experiencing those emotions. “Stay, Jasper.”

      He let out an unhappy snarl, but remained at Cuinn’s side as they edged their way down the hall, weapons drawn, a few paces behind Talyn in the lead. Cuinn summoned his song magic, surrounding them with it, trying to sense if any danger lurked.

      All of them froze when the sound of fighting broke out ahead.

      Talyn’s gaze whipped to his, and then she was running forward. Cuinn followed, gesturing for Corrin and his detail to hold back. The talon hesitated, clearly reluctant, but obeyed Cuinn’s order. Cuinn stayed behind Talyn as she pressed herself against the wall to peer around the corner, but he craned his neck so he could see too.

      A handful of Kingshield fought bitterly in the open space before the stairs against a much larger group of fighters. As they peered around the corner, one of the attackers turned, glancing their way.

      He wore a copper mask.

      “It can’t be,” Cuinn breathed.

      “Maybe Saniya brought her people here when they fled Dock City?” Talyn muttered, her expression confused.

      “No.” He stared. This didn’t feel right. “Something else is going on.”

      “No time for questions.” Talyn glanced down the corridor, catching Corrin’s eye. Cuinn stepped away to give them time to quickly strategise and relay orders to the waiting Wolves. Jasper was like a drawn bow at his heels, claws scraping on the stone floor, body rigid with the desire to hunt.

      “How can I help?” he asked as they readied themselves to move.

      Talyn regarded him for a moment, then smiled. “Can you sing confusion and fear to break their concentration?”

      Relief filled him at being given something useful to do, at being saved from being a liability. “I can do that.”

      “Without affecting us or the Kingshield guards?”

      His smile spread wide over his face. “Child’s play, Captain.”

      Her smile matched his. “Then let’s fight.”

      Roalin threw back his head and howled. Jasper let out an ear-splitting snarl in echo.

      Cuinn stepped out from the corridor, facing the fight ahead and taking a deep breath. Then, he began to sing. It was a wordless tune, haunting and eerie, a tune filled with doubt and fear and confusion. He wrapped his magic around one masked man at a time, carefully avoiding the Kingshield.

      The moment Cuinn’s magic touched them, they began to falter, their blows going wide, their footwork sloppy. The Kingshield didn’t stop to question what was happening, instead pushing their advantage.

      And then Jasper and the Wolves were joining the fray. Talyn and Corrin led them at a run, Talyn drawing a dagger mid-sprint and throwing it. One of the masked men dropped as the blade embedded in his neck. Corrin’s knives killed another three in quick succession—the speed with which he could throw was blinding—and Talyn took care of a fifth with her second dagger. Jasper dropped one man with a single swipe of his claws, then leapt onto another’s back with a vicious growl.

      The Wolves surged after them, taking care of the fringes and covering the Kingshield still alive. Cuinn sang, deepening his voice, making it louder, quelling the attackers with his magic, making them easy prey for the Wolves and Kingshield. He stayed well enough back that while their emotions still hit him, he could bear the strain.

      In minutes the masked attackers were dead to a man.

      Talyn glanced over to check he was all right, sapphire eyes bright, cheeks flushed from the fight. He gave her a little nod.

      “Talyn!”

      Talyn spun as Alyna Dumnorix appeared on the landing at the top of the steps, several Kingshield close behind. The sword she held was bloodied, and more blood and gore spotted her clothing. Her violet eyes were as flaming bright as her daughter’s.

      Cuinn spread his wings and flew the distance to land beside Talyn, the Wolves forming up around him in case of further danger. Jasper returned to his side.

      “Mama, you’re okay?” Talyn called. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m fine. My Kingshield woke me when the bells started ringing. They reported explosions in the north-west wing. We had just left my rooms when we were intercepted by swordsmen wearing those masks.” Alyna pointed at the dead bodies.

      “Ariar? The king?” Cuinn spoke before Talyn could. Worry surged through him. Something was going on here, something they were missing. Why would Vengeance be here? Why set off explosions…

      “A distraction,” Talyn said before he could. “That’s what the explosions were—to draw all the castle defenders to the north-western wing.”

      Alyna was as quick as her daughter. “The opposite side of the castle from the royal quarters.”

      “Where’s Aethain’s Kingshield?” Talyn demanded.

      “I don’t know,” Alyna said grimly. “Hopefully barricading his quarters until the threat has passed.”

      “Talyn?” Cuinn couldn’t stay quiet any longer. The unease inside him was surging to unbearable levels. “We should go to him.”

      Talyn nodded. “I agree. Mama—Cuinn, the Wolves, and I will go after Aethain in case he’s under attack too. You need to go and take control of the castle’s defences.”

      Alyna baulked. “We don’t know what Aethain’s situation is—he might have already escaped with his Kingshield, or they could have set a trap down there waiting for one of us to walk into.”

      “Aethain is king of the Twin Thrones,” Talyn said firmly. “I’m not leaving him. We’ll be fine. Meanwhile, the rest of the castle needs defending. This could be an attack on a larger scale. GO!”

      A new voice shouted out. “Talyn!”

      Cuinn spun to see Tarcos running towards them, several hulking Bearmen behind him; his protective guard. He came to a halt at the bottom of the stairs. A palpable vibe of fierceness emanated from him and his men. “What’s going on?” he asked.

      “Don’t know yet. Cuinn and I are going to take the Wolves and secure Aethain and his wife.” Frustration poured from Talyn at the lack of action, making Cuinn wince and take a step back.

      Tarcos nodded. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Find Ariar. If he’s not ordered it already, we need Aimsir riders out as quickly as possible covering all the exits to the city. Order them to shoot on sight anyone attempting to leave that is wearing a mask or holding a weapon.”

      “Can do. I’ll leave half my guard here with you.”

      She shook her head. “No, I’ve got the Wolves. Send any Bearmen you can spare with my mother. She’s going to organise the defence of the castle.”

      “Done.” Tarcos turned and began rapping out orders to his men. They peeled off neatly, half to follow Tarcos away, the others to form up with Alyna’s Kingshield detail. All the warriors were calm and focused, a soothing balm to Cuinn’s song magic, helping with some of his anxiousness.

      Alyna gave Talyn a warning look. “Once you find Aethain, you bring him to us in the main hall. Don’t do anything risky.”

      “Promise.” Talyn nodded.

      Once her mother was gone, Talyn turned to Cuinn and the Wolves. “I’m going to take lead. You follow behind, quiet as you can, weapons drawn. Cuinn, you’re behind me. Tell me at once if your magic senses any danger ahead.”

      “Understood,” he said. “How much ground do we have to cover?”

      “We take this hallway down to the end, then it’s a left turn into the hall where the entrance to Aethain’s suite of rooms is—a set of double doors at the end of the corridor. Clear?” she asked.

      A series of confident nods.

      They moved at a swift walk. Jasper seemed content to stick by Cuinn, but his mouth was open in a silent snarl, claws out and ready.

      Only a handful of paces away from reaching the left turn, dread slammed into Cuinn’s magic so strongly he swore, one hand reaching out to stop Talyn before he realised what he was doing. Jasper hissed.

      She spun. “What?”

      “We need to hurry,” was all he could get out.

      She ran.

      He was only half a pace behind her as they rounded the corner. Cuinn’s gaze went straight to the bodies of four Kingshield prone on the ground outside the double doors at the end of the hall. Blood seeped into a merging puddle on the floor from two guards lying close together—their throats had been slit.

      “Two cut throats and two kidney strikes.” Talyn’s gaze ran clinically over the bodies. “That’s not…”

      “What?” he asked.

      She didn’t answer, instead skipping around the bodies and bursting through Aethain’s doors. Cuinn, Jasper and the Wolves followed, nobody bothering about staying quiet now.

      Everything looked fine in the sitting room beyond the doors. The embers of a fire almost out glowed orange in the hearth, a sofa, chairs and table untouched. A book left open was also undisturbed. Talyn went straight through without stopping, pushing open the door to another room, this one a study of sorts, and then another door, the bedroom.

      Cuinn sucked in a breath of horror as he followed Talyn inside, the residual fear and pain in the room soaking into him in sickening tendrils. Aethain and his wife lay on the bed, under the covers, as if they’d been peacefully sleeping when…

      The king’s throat had been slit, his amber eyes wide open and staring sightlessly at the roof. His wife’s body lay beside him, their blood soaking the sheets. Talyn’s emotion hit him next, raw and grieving. But even before Cuinn could master his own reaction and offer comfort, her emotion receded, packed away as she fought to maintain clarity.

      “Clean cuts,” she said, voice cool. “Professional. Quick. Before either could raise the alarm.”

      Her eyes turned to his, bleak. When Corrin spoke, they both started, having completely forgotten about the Wolves that followed them in.

      “A Shadow assassination, Captain?”

      Cuinn swallowed. A Shadow who’d gone for the king of the Twin Thrones. Not him.

      Shit.

      “Can your detail stand guard here?” Talyn asked Corrin. “They deserve better than to be left alone like this.”

      The king of the Twin Thrones was dead.

      Shit.

      Corrin saluted, and with a look, his detail converged on the bed, surrounding the bodies in a watchful pose, gazes on any entrance to the room.

      Talyn laid her palm over Aethain’s heart for a long moment, then took a breath and stepped back, clearly trying to force her thoughts into some sort of order.

      Shit.

      Deep inside, he knew what Aethain’s death meant, but he pushed the awareness away. There was no time for personal grief.

      “We’ll find Theac, and Ariar and your mother,” Cuinn said after a moment. “We can take it from there.”

      Talyn took a deep breath. “Let’s go.”

      

      Talyn led Cuinn and Jasper through the back passageways of the castle, just in case there were more masked attackers lurking. Eventually they emerged into the main courtyard of the castle fortress where they found Theac speaking with Alyna and a Kingshield captain. A handful of Wolves and Kingshield stood at the closed gates, waiting to stop anybody trying to flee.

      “Talyn!” Relief flashed over Alyna’s face at the sight of them. “You’re okay! Did you find Aethain?”

      Cuinn glanced at Talyn, felt her grief, and answered so that she didn’t have to. “We found him. He’s been killed, Alyna, I’m so sorry.”

      A horrible silence fell as everyone in the vicinity heard and processed Cuinn’s words. Alyna stared at them like they’d just told her something utterly impossible.

      “Ariar?” Talyn managed. Her fear for her cousin hit Cuinn hard and he swallowed, riding it out.

      “He’s with the Aimsir organising a temporary blockade of the city.” Alyna’s voice was distant, like only part of her was engaged, the rest still trying to process the loss of her relative.

      Even so, the news that Ariar was safe had Talyn’s shoulders straightening infinitesimally. “What’s our status?”

      Theac, knowing exactly what she needed, spoke up, calm and precise. “Each Wolf detail is combing the castle for the attackers and flushing them out into the yard here. Kingshield have been dispersed to every possible exit. As of just under a quarter-turn ago, the castle is locked down. Nobody is getting out.”

      There was a brief silence. Alyna was still in shock, and even Talyn was struggling to maintain clarity. So Cuinn spoke, threading his voice with magic. “Alyna, you’ll need to take command until something else can be organised. I recommend having Talyn lead the defence of the castle, while you gather all the lords in residence and make sure they’re alive and safe.”

      “You’re right.” Clarity flashed into those violet eyes. “And I agree. I’ll go and sort the lords. Talyn, you run the defence with Ariar. Once the crisis is over, we’ll talk about what comes next. Agreed?”

      Talyn shared a glance with Cuinn, then turned to Alyna and nodded. “Keep safe, Mama.”

      “You too.” Alyna reached out to hug her daughter fiercely before turning to stride back towards the castle, Kingshield close on her heels. She was a fearsome sight, and Cuinn pitied any adversary they ran into.

      “Liadin!” Talyn called out for the winged Wolf. “Take Roalin and Nirini and fly over to the SkyRider base—it’s on the opposite bluff. Tell them they’ve direct orders from me to send a legion to Mothduriem with an urgent message for Sky Chieftain Soar. He’s to come here at once, and bring another legion with him.”

      “Captain!” Liadin saluted and leapt into the air.

      “Open the gates!” a Kingshield on the wall bellowed suddenly. “Lord Ariar approaches.”

      Kingshield ran forward to open the castle gates, and moments later an Aimsir raced through at full gallop, reining his grey stallion in to a rapid halt before them.

      “Ariar, what is it?” Talyn asked.

      “We found a ship moored off the coast just east of here. Small boats are lined up on a deserted stretch of beach at the edge of the forest. The ship isn’t flying any flags.” Ariar’s sky-blue eyes scanned the yard, wild-eyed. “Is everyone safe here?”

      Talyn glanced at Cuinn, giving a little shake of her head.

      “I’m sorry, Ariar. Your king was killed. His wife too,” Cuinn said as gently as he knew how.

      Grief leapt out from Ariar so intensely that it burned. Cuinn winced, taking a step back. A moment later Talyn’s hand curled around his, calming him.

      “I’m sorry,” she murmured. “I keep forgetting.”

      “Alyna?” Ariar demanded.

      “She’s fine,” Talyn assured him. “But we need to contain the threat so nobody else gets hurt. Have your Aimsir keep watch on the ship. If it so much as tries to raise the anchor to move, send flaming arrows into the sails, but leave the ship intact. I want at least some of those on board kept alive.”

      Ariar’s face cleared. “Can do. I’ll get down to the harbour, raise the patrol boats we have anchored there. They can surround the ship within a full-turn or two depending on the winds.”

      “Do it,” Talyn ordered.

      As Ariar galloped back out of the gates, the Kingshield moving to close it behind him, a loud screeching rent the skies. Cuinn stared up in wonder as several large shapes swooped down from the night sky, flying low over the castle before soaring back into the air.

      “Liadin got to the SkyRiders,” Talyn said.

      Her relief was profound, easing some of the sting of Ariar’s grief. Cuinn let out a slow breath.

      The situation was under control.

      But that idea brought his own grief surging back. Because the king of the Twin Thrones was dead. All Cuinn’s plans were ashes. There would be no help from this quarter, not now.

      He was going to have to face his brother alone.
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      Slowly, under Talyn’s command, order was restored. The Kingshield and Wolves hunted down all remaining attackers, the body count rising to almost fifty masked warriors. None had allowed themselves to be captured alive.

      Two Kingshield were injured, all Aethain’s guards dead. The Wolves survived unscathed.

      From what Talyn could piece together, the izerdia explosions had been a distraction to draw Kingshield away from the royal quarters. Aethain’s detail had stayed with him, but the reserves had gone to contain the apparent threat.

      A distraction for a Shadow to kill a king.

      As she was overseeing the process of bodies being carried out—attackers to an ungraceful pile, Kingshield to an honoured resting place inside one of the smaller halls—a SkyRider landed in the front courtyard. The news he brought wasn’t good.

      The Conmoran patrol boats had surrounded the ship anchored off the coast. Once they were in place, SkyRiders had dived on it, joining naval boarding crews to scour the ship from top to bottom.

      It had been empty.

      Ariar rode in a half-turn later to report that while the Aimsir cordon remained in place around the city, and SkyRider patrols covered the skies, nobody had tried to get in or out of Port Lachley.

      With that news weighing on them, Ariar, Alyna and Talyn gathered in the castle’s main hall, where Aethain’s body, alongside that of his wife, had been laid out. Once Talyn walked in, the last to arrive, Alyna dismissed all the servants and Kingshield guards.

      Talyn couldn’t tear her eyes from where her uncle lay, resting peacefully, atop a bier. Someone had cleaned all the blood away from the bodies, placing freshly cut roses over their throats to hide the horrible wounds there. When she did finally tear her eyes away, trying bitterly to keep the welling tears from falling, her gaze landed on the Dumnorix banner hanging from the back wall—amber lightning wreathing the crossed swords.

      Those colours would change after today. No more would the Kingshield, Callanan, SkyRiders and Aimsir wear the Dumnorix crossed swords etched from amber stars on their uniform.

      Now they would be silver-grey.

      “Messages have gone to the First Blade already.” Alyna’s voice broke the heavy silence. “A full investigation will be launched. The Callanan based in Port Lachley have already begun working.”

      “We don’t know anything about the ship. The SkyRiders found nothing inside it to indicate the identity of those on board or where it came from.” Ariar repeated what he’d already told Talyn. His voice lacked its usual energy, and even his bright eyes were dull. “It’s a merchant vessel, an old one, according to the patrol boat captain that was part of the search.”

      Talyn ripped her eyes away from the wall hanging, forcing herself to pay attention. “There’s a possibility the attackers were Vengeance,” she said, explaining as concisely as she could what she knew.

      “Why would they come here and attack us like this?” Ariar said.

      “I honestly don’t know.” She hesitated. “But we shouldn’t forget the fact that Callanan information tells us they work on behalf of Montagn.”

      “Your latest report said you’d dealt with Vengeance,” Alyna said.

      “We destroyed their base and we killed or arrested most of their members,” Talyn said. “That’s why, despite the masks, it doesn’t make sense to me that the attack last night was them.”

      Ariar frowned. “If it was Vengeance, could the attack have been directed at Prince Cuinn?”

      “No.” Talyn was exhausted, heartsick, but this conversation had to happen now. “I don’t think so. Looking at the scene in his bedroom last night… Aethain was killed by a Shadow. Which means—”

      “He was the target.” Ariar paled. “There were no Shadows breaking into our rooms.”

      Talyn nodded. “I believe so.”

      “I agree,” Sari whispered.

      A silence fell as the Dumnorix assessed Talyn’s words.

      And then Alyna was rising back out of the chair, life returning to her face and voice. She paced, coiled tight like a spring about to unleash. “Why would a Shadow assassinate the king of the Twin Thrones?” she snapped. “Warlord Hadvezer would never—”

      “Of course not, but Talyn already learned that a Shadow mercenary is working with Vengeance in Mithranar,” Ariar said.

      Talyn glanced at him. “True. And we also know the warlord has been having trouble with the military, that some of the niever-flyers have gone rogue. It’s not a leap to assume some Armun have too, Shadows included. We might need to question the loyalty of the Armun Council.”

      “Then we have to assume Montagn isn’t just after Mithranar, but us too. Why else have Vengeance attack and assassinate our king?” Alyna said.

      Talyn opened her mouth. Closed it. That didn’t feel right. But she wasn’t sure why. Instead she just pointed out, “Surely the Callanan informant would have warned us if the ahara was behind Aethain’s assassination?”

      Ariar ran a hand through his curls. “So we’re under attack, and it’s completely unforeseen. How do we fight back if we don’t understand what’s happening or why?” He grimaced. “And the bigger issue. We don’t have a king to deal with it.”

      “I’ll have Aeris summoned back from Samatia immediately,” Alyna said crisply. “We can manage things until he arrives and is crowned by the lords.”

      Talyn’s gaze shifted again to the wall hanging. Amber lightning turning to silver-grey.

      Ariar huffed an incredulous breath. “He’s fifteen, Alyna.”

      “He’s a sensible young man. Besides, he’ll have all of us supporting him.” Alyna’s violet gaze settled on Talyn at those words. “Won’t he?”

      She didn’t look away. Because after all, she was Dumnorix, and they looked after their own. “He will.”

      

      Late afternoon found her standing on the western castle battlement, looking down over the harbour and city below. Grey clouds scudded across the sky, and in the brisk wind was the hint of smoke from the fires that had been put out at the source of the explosions.

      “Talyn?”

      “Yes?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Thanks.” Talyn focused on her partner’s presence in her mind, using it to ground herself.

      A little while later, she was unsurprised to hear the rustle of wings behind her, and waited silently for Cuinn to approach and lean against the cool stone beside her. “You okay? You sort of disappeared after meeting with your family.”

      “I’m fine,” she said. “Just thinking.”

      “About?”

      “We’re in trouble.” She let out a long breath, turning to face him. “The Twin Thrones, I mean. Serious trouble. And… I have to stay here.”

      A thick silence fell. She forced herself to hold his gaze, to not look away, and saw no surprise in his luminous green eyes. He’d been expecting this. He’d always been expecting this. She hated that she’d proved him right.

      Eventually he glanced away to stare out over the city. “Do you?”

      “You know I do, Cuinn,” she said, angry but not at him. “For the first time in generations, the stability of the Twin Thrones is threatened. I’m a Dumnorix. I need to stay here and help. That’s my duty. It’s who I am.”

      “I’m not surprised that you chose the Twin Thrones over us.” And there was no censure in his voice either, only understanding.

      “I’m not choosing—”

      “Yes, you are,” he said, cutting her off. “Don’t pretend otherwise. Don’t lie to yourself and to your Wolves. Don’t lie to me.” He gave her a sad smile. “But don’t feel guilty about your choice, either.”

      “I have been pretending for so long that it would never come to a choice like this,” she admitted, the words tearing out of her. “Sari kept warning me and I kept ignoring her. I’m sorry.”

      He turned away again. “I’m going back to Mithranar today. Your family is no longer in a position to help me, at least not until the situation here stabilises. And I can’t afford to wait for that. If Vengeance was behind this… killing your king, then Montagn might be ready to move. Mithanis can’t save Mithranar. But I have to try.”

      Fear flooded her. “You can’t go back alone. You know Mithanis will come for you, or Vengeance will. We—”

      He lifted a hand to cut her off. “I have a choice to make too. Either I continue hiding from my brother, or I finally stand up and fight for my country, my people. I choose to stand and fight.”

      She swallowed, turning back to the parapet, trying and failing to unclench her fists. If he went back alone…

      “I won’t be alone,” he murmured as if reading her thoughts. “I’ll have your Wolves with me. And I’m stronger now. You made me stronger.”

      “I’ll find a way,” she said fiercely, spinning back to him. “I promise you. I’ll find a way to come home. You wait for me. Promise me you’ll wait before you do something stupid like getting yourself killed.”

      “I promise.” A little smile lit his beautiful face. “I promise I won’t die until you’re at my side, Talyn Ciantar.”

      

      After she’d managed to recover some semblance of calm following her talk with Cuinn, Talyn went to find her Wolves, dreading the coming conversation even more than the one with Cuinn.

      Most of them were busy, helping with clearing away rubble and whatever else needed doing. Theac sat with Andres and Halun in a narrow hall the Wolves had been using as a mess. All three had food in front of them but none were eating. Theac glowered at his plate. He glanced up at her entrance, the forlorn look on his face telling her he’d been waiting for her to come.

      Without saying anything, she walked the length of the tables, swinging a leg over the bench to sit beside Halun and opposite the other two. Theac pushed his mug towards her. She took a sip—tea with too much sugar, just as he liked it.

      “I would stay with you, if I could,” he said gruffly, staring at the tabletop.

      “You have a beautiful family in Mithranar.” Talyn tried to smile. “And who else can I trust with protecting Cuinn? It will make me rest easier, knowing you all are there with him.”

      Halun didn’t say a word but she suddenly found herself being enveloped by a warm, brawny arm. A breath escaped her as she hugged him back, almost a sob. “You too, Halun.”

      “I’ll do my best to keep him safe,” Andres said in his sober, grave way. “And we will await your return, Ciantar.”

      Theac abruptly pushed his mug away and stood up. “Things to do.” He hesitated, his usual scowl softening as he met her eyes. “I’m going to miss you, lass. Best thing that ever happened to me, you coming to the cells that day.”

      Fighting another sob, Talyn nodded, swallowed. “Theac, you have to look after him for me,” she whispered. “I’ll be back, but until then… promise me.”

      “You know I will.”

      Halun’s hand settled in reassurance on her shoulder, and then he too rose to leave, Andres following suit, managing a little smile. “We’ll see you soon then, Captain.”

      Then they were gone.

      Corrin came a little while later. He walked in just as she was leaving the mess. For a moment they simply stared at each other in silence. When he finally spoke, there was a mixture of determination and guilt written across his young face. “I owe you a lot, Ciantar,” he said in his quiet, steady voice. “You saved me, and my family, in more ways than one, and you made something of me.”

      “You did that for yourself, Corrin.” She tried not to let her voice break. Failed miserably.

      His face contorted. “I’m sorry, I can’t stay with you. Prince Cuinn... he’s my prince now. I won’t walk away from him when he needs me.”

      “Oh Corrin.” Talyn laughed through the tears that wanted to fall. “Don’t feel guilty. As skilled a warrior as you are, you’ve become an even better man. I’m glad you’ll be at his side.”

      “I won’t let him down,” Corrin promised.

      “I know you won’t,” she said softly. “We’ll see each other again, I swear it. I’ll find a way.”

      He nodded. “Farewell, Ciantar.”

      “Good bye, Corrin.”

      

      Zamaril never came.

      

      Talyn watched from the battlements as the glow of dusk lit up the horizon, turning the ocean orange, as Cuinn’s ship slipped out into the harbour and slowly headed for the northern horizon. She stood there until the ship was only a faint speck in her vision, and kept watching until it faded completely from view.

      Fighting tears and the despair settling over her, she turned away from the ocean, resting her back against the cold stone.

      Sari was there then. “How are you doing?”

      “Miserable. Terrified for him. Worried for the Twin Thrones.”

      “Sometimes life is just awful, isn’t it?”

      “Sometimes it is.”

      Refusing to stand there and wallow in her grief and fear and misery, she forced herself to walk along the wall to the steps leading down.

      Halfway down she stopped, frozen.

      A group of figures waited at the bottom, all wearing the distinctive grey and white of the Wolves. A familiar figure detached himself from the group.

      Zamaril.

      Of course. A hysterical laugh threatened to bubble up, and she continued down to the bottom.

      “Dare I ask?” She lifted an eyebrow.

      “I am afraid you may wish to expel me from the Wolves for this, Ciantar,” he said. “But my loyalty is not to Prince Cuinn, or to Mithranar, it is to you. Always you. I am staying, and nothing you say can move me.”

      “And these others?” She pointed to the ten Wolves behind him. They were all looking straight ahead, stubbornly refusing to meet her gaze. Another smile threatened.

      “When I informed Prince Cuinn that I was staying…” Zamaril straightened his shoulders. “He told me that he would trust nobody but the Wolves with your protection.”

      For the hundredth time in two days, Talyn teared up. She wanted to hug the thief, but it would only make him embarrassed and awkward.

      “As sorely as I am tempted, I won’t order you home.” She huffed a breath. “Thank you, Zamaril.”

      He saluted again, a small smile on his face. “My Lady.”

      She made a face at him. “Don’t even start with that nonsense. I am Captain to you.”

      “Not anymore.” He shook his head. “Here you are Lady Talyn Dynan.”

      His words registered something in her. For a long moment she stared at him. He was right—she still wasn’t part of court, but she would be here now, helping her family strategise, giving them support. And finally, finally after months of heartache and uncertainty about it, she understood where Zamaril’s place was. Unlike the other Wolves, he couldn’t and would never place Cuinn’s safety first. He was her man, heart and soul. And so…

      “Fine. In that case, do you think you could take up your duties immediately?” she asked crisply. “I am expected at a meeting with my family. In fact, I’m probably already late.”

      He hesitated. “My duties?”

      Talyn nodded. “As captain of my Kingshield guard.”

      Zamaril coughed. “Captain?”

      “That’s what I said. You want to stay, this is the capacity I am prepared to accept you remaining in.”

      A little smile spread over his face. “I think I can manage, Lady Dynan.” Turning, he made a gesture towards the waiting Wolves to join them. At her acceptance of Zamaril, their gazes had begun flicking her way, hopeful. “Four winged Wolves—Prince Cuinn and I both thought they might be an advantage in a country with no winged folk. They are all volunteers.”

      “Kiran, I thought I’d finally be free of those pranks you like to play.” Talyn smiled at him.

      He smiled. “My life’s pleasure is annoying you, Captain.”

      “And the rest of us.” Tirina rolled her eyes, while Ehdra and Dansia chuckled.

      Ehdra and Dansia. Cuinn had also left her with two Wolves who had Callanan shielding ability. She didn’t know if that was a good or a bad thing. They wouldn’t be able to use their ability to protect Cuinn, but they were also out of harm’s way here. If Mithanis ever learned that humans had winged folk magic…

      “I’m glad all of you are here,” she told them, hoping they could hear in her voice how much she meant those words. “Thank you.”

      “It is our pleasure.” Nirini smiled shyly.

      “Truly, Ciantar.” Roalin bowed.

      “I’ll get us all home, I promise you.” She put as much conviction as she could into the words, needing to say it aloud, needing to hear them. She didn’t know how long it would take, how she was going to figure it out, but she had to hold on to it. Or she would despair.

      “We’re happy to stay here with you as long as that takes, Your Highness.” This from Troi, and around him, the Wolves added their assurances. Then, at a barked command from Zamaril, they straightened up and saluted before falling in around her.

      “I don’t care what my position is here, you and your detail will be referring to me as Captain,” she told Zamaril in no uncertain terms. Part of her couldn’t bear to lose that. “Clear?”

      “Very, Captain.”

      “Do you feel confident, Zamaril?”

      “You couldn’t have better protection than the Wolves.” He looked insulted by the question.

      Talyn smiled inwardly at his trademark cockiness. “Good.”

      

      Alyna, Ariar and Soar were waiting when Talyn entered the war room. The Sky Chieftain had arrived earlier in the afternoon, unaware of everything that had happened. By some stroke of fortune, he’d set out from Mothduriem two days earlier on a planned visit to the capital. He was grey and tired-looking, the news hitting him as hard as it had the rest of them.

      Zamaril was a comforting shadow at her back as all eyes turned to Talyn. She paused for a brief moment, gathering her thoughts and strength, then approached the large table in the middle of the room.

      “You’re here?” she asked Sari.

      “I’m here.”

      The Wolves dispersed around the room to cover the various entrances while Wilfes and Talia took up a position a few steps behind Talyn and Zamaril.

      “I was just assuring Soar that we’ve dispatched a SkyRider messenger to Samatia to summon Aeris back as quickly as possible,” Alyna said.

      “Wouldn’t it be faster to send a full legion to fly him back?” Talyn asked.

      “Given what’s happened, I prefer he remain under the protection of the full Kingshield details there with him,” Alyna said. “Once we know he’s aboard one of Hadvezer’s ships and coming home, we can send a SkyRider legion to escort him in and provide another layer of protection.”

      “I’ve also sent for more legions from the mountains,” Soar added. “Along with the Kingshield already here, and the Aimsir, Callanan and Kingshield on the way, I think this will be the safest place for Aeris to be. The castle fortress is far more defensible than the palace in Ryathl.”

      “Agreed,” Talyn said. “I also think we should send emissaries to Warlord Hadvezer, Ahara Venador and Queen Sarana today. We inform them of Aethain’s assassination and let them know we’re investigating with all resources at our disposal. Warn them the culprit will be identified, and when they are, they’ll feel the full force of the Twin Thrones’ fury.”

      Ariar shot a troubled look her way. “What about bringing the army, Callanan, SkyRiders and Aimsir to battle readiness, and increasing our recruitment? I don’t want to get ahead of ourselves, but you don’t assassinate a king and then stop there.”

      “I think we should.” Talyn nodded. “At least until we have a better idea of what happened and why.”

      “Does this mean you are taking command?” Alyna asked her, direct and unflinching.

      Talyn stared at her. “You’ve got to be kidding me! Aethain has only been dead a day, and his son is still alive.”

      “I meant as regent,” she said coolly. “Someone needs to take control, and it can’t be a fifteen-year-old boy. Especially not at a time of potential war.”

      “You’re forgetting I’m not a member of this court,” Talyn said, matching her mother’s cool, shifting her gaze from Alyna, to Soar, to Ariar. “The last thing we can afford is instability on the throne. Aeris will be crowned, and we will give him as much help as he needs.”

      “I agree with Alyna on this,” Soar said. “I’m absolutely not suggesting we take Aeris’ throne away, but he’s still a boy. He needs more experience before he rules a country at war. Talyn, you are exactly what we need.”

      “Over you? Or Mama? Or Ariar?” Talyn couldn’t believe what they were saying. “I’m a warrior. That is all I’ve ever been.”

      Zamaril shifted at her side. If he opened his mouth now she was going to be hard-pressed not to roar at him. But he thankfully said nothing.

      “I beg to differ,” Alyna said. “Look at your Wolves, their loyalty to you. According to Callanan reports, you’ve got the human population of Mithranar following you without question. You’ve successfully led your Wolves through multiple offensives against superior forces, not to mention the successes you had as a Callanan. Of those here, only Ariar has anything near that kind of battle and strategic experience.”

      “And I will happily use that experience to help Aeris.” Talyn managed to keep a stranglehold on her temper.

      “I’m with Tal,” Ariar said before Alyna could argue more. “The throne belongs to Aeris. You said it yourself earlier, Alyna. He’s young, but he’s smart and capable.”

      A brief silence fell, then Soar appeared to concede the argument. “Talyn, Ariar, do you really think it’s necessary to bring our forces to readiness?”

      “All indications point to Vengeance being the perpetrators of Aethain’s assassination, but for multiple reasons I remain unconvinced it was them,” Talyn said. “I find it difficult to believe they’ve managed to pull together so many fighters and more izerdia in the matter of weeks since we destroyed their base, let alone get themselves here and plan an attack like this.”

      “Then someone wants us to think Vengeance was behind the assassination?” Alyna suggested.

      “Maybe,” Talyn conceded, sliding into a chair. They needed to get the First Blade here, and more importantly, updated reporting from her informant in Montagn.

      “Where is the First Blade?” Ariar asked, catching the drift of Talyn’s thoughts.

      “The SkyRider messenger Alyna sent should arrive at Callanan Tower in Ryathl in the next day or two. Then it’ll be another four days to travel back here with a fresh SkyRider escort,” Soar answered.

      “Could Montagn be intending the same thing here as in Mithranar?” Ariar asked. “Create instability before invasion?”

      Alyna frowned. “Invade the Twin Thrones and Mithranar at the same time?”

      Talyn shook her head. “I’ve seen the resources of Montagn. They dwarf what we can muster, but even so they’d be foolish to attack two places at once. It would be more strategically sound to take Mithranar and control its izerdia production before coming after us. And Ahara Venador didn’t strike me as a fool, or a reckless man.”

      Ariar straightened. “What are these Montagni warriors like?”

      “They’re disciplined and well trained, and I’ve seen their Berserkers fight. They’re good.”

      Soar rose to his feet and began pacing slowly. Alyna stared at the tabletop with narrowed eyes. Ariar looked faintly ill. Talyn sank further into her chair, exhausted.

      Eventually Alyna spoke. “We’ll send messages to Warlord Hadvezer, Queen Sarana and the ahara as you suggested, Talyn. While we wait for their responses, the Callanan can continue to investigate and Aeris will return. In a week or so, we should have a better idea of how to proceed.”

      Talyn nodded. By then Cuinn would be back in Mithranar. Maybe he might learn something that could help.

      If he lived long enough.
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      With good winds, the return trip to Mithranar took just under a week. The thick humidity of Dock City embraced them as their ship slowly drifted into Feather Bay. Cuinn leaned on the prow railing, eyes studying the citadel. The sea breeze ruffled his silver-white feathers. Anxiety tightened in his gut.

      Behind him, the sound of stomping feet echoed through the quiet morning as Theac and his talons summoned the Wolves up on deck, their crisp orders a calming sound. Jasper watched from atop the deckhouse, tail swishing.

      “Your Highness?” Theac’s voice interrupted his reverie.

      Cuinn didn’t turn. “Yes?”

      “We have something to show you.”

      Deliberately turning his back on the citadel looming before him, Cuinn spun to find his Wolves lined up in neat rows on the main deck. The sapphire wolf glimmered on the bottom of their charcoal tunics, and the steel of their weapons shone brightly. But that wasn’t all.

      Seeing them, he stilled.

      Where before the Wolves had worn no marking on their chests, now they wore a new sigil. It was similar to the Acondor emblem—a royal crown framed by a pair of outstretched wings—except for the jagged lightning symbol that cut through the crown.

      The same lightning symbol the Shadowhawk used.

      And the stitching was bright emerald, the colour of his eyes.

      He couldn’t summon a single word, instead looking over at Theac. The Wolf captain was smiling.

      “They know?” Cuinn asked softly.

      “They’ve known for a while now, Your Highness.”

      “How?”

      “You stopped hiding from them,” Theac said simply. “I know it’s dangerous, and if you choose not to display this sigil, we’ll take the vests off and unpick the stitching. But if you’ve decided to take off your mask, then we’d like to proclaim our allegiance to the world.”

      He swallowed, desperately trying to hold back the tears pressing at the backs of his eyes.

      No more hiding.

      Even so, it wasn’t only himself he had to worry about. “It won’t just be dangerous for me, Theac.”

      “We know. We accept the danger.” Corrin stepped forward before Theac could answer. “Because we want to stop hiding too, Your Highness. And winning a better life for ourselves… we acknowledge that might not happen without a fight, without danger and loss and pain. Not in Mithranar.”

      Cuinn couldn’t hold back the tears this time, and he summoned a hint of magic, sending his gratitude and joy washing over every Wolf standing before him. “I thank you,” he said clearly, bowing his head and sweeping his wings back in deep respect.

      They all came to attention, saluting sharply.

      

      The docks were as hot and bustling as ever by the time Cuinn and his Wolves disembarked from the ship.

      “I’ll send the winged Wolves with you up to the citadel, Your Highness, and then—”

      “Not necessary, Theac. I’ll walk with you.”

      They caught the attention of those nearby immediately—no doubt the sudden disappearance of the prince of song and his WingGuard wing had caused a lot of chatter, and interest in their equally sudden return was just as intense.

      But then people began noticing the sigil the Wolves were wearing.

      And silence fell.

      As Cuinn and his Wolves walked, stares turned to whispers, and then to shock and puzzlement. Their emotions hit him—they recognised the lightning strike instantly as the Shadowhawk’s, but didn’t understand why the Wolves were wearing it.

      “Your Highness?” Theac muttered as they approached the wall walk. The flower offerings at the wall were still there, the old ones taken away, fresh ones put down. He’d been gone weeks, and still his people honoured the dead.

      “Hmm?”

      “There’s a bit of a crowd developing.”

      Cuinn glanced back, saw the streams of people following behind the Wolves. The emotion of the crowd wasn’t dangerous, merely puzzled, and in some cases, quietly hopeful.

      An idea occurred to him. If he wanted to be king, he needed support. From all his people.

      If Talyn were here, she’d tell him it was a stupidly dangerous idea. But Talyn wasn’t here.

      These people were his.

      And he wasn’t hiding anymore.

      “Highness!” Theac’s voice sounded again, sharper this time.

      He was pointing into the sky above the citadel, where teal-clad Falcons were lifting into the sky. Tens at least, more drifting upwards with every breath. A full flight.

      They knew he was back.

      Cuinn glanced around—they were almost at the wall, the Falcons still gathering. They might be coming to arrest him. Possibly to kill him. But he could put a show on for them as well. Stop them from carrying out their orders… buy himself some time.

      “Theac, send Corrin and Halun up to stand with me, and hold the rest of the Wolves at the base of the wall.” He didn’t want to risk Errana and her girls by having Theac front and centre for what he was about to do. “We don’t draw weapons unless the Falcons attack. That’s an order.”

      Theac didn’t protest. He called a quiet order to Corrin and Halun, then lifted a hand to halt the marching Wolves. They stopped in their neat rows, perfect in their discipline, unbothered by the crowds gathering around them or the Falcons massing in the sky.

      He forced down his rising anxiety and scanned the stalls lining the opposite side of the street, looking for one in particular. When he found it, he smiled at the young man behind the table of wares. “Can I borrow one of the cloaks you have for sale?”

      The man swallowed, flushed. “Of… of course, Your Highness. Take your pick.”

      “Thank you.” Cuinn picked one in dark fabric—there weren’t many, most of the clothing on offer was more suited for Mithranar’s warm weather—then cast his gaze around. “I don’t suppose you have any scarves?”

      “We don’t… maybe one down here.” He ducked below, then popped up a few moments later holding two scarves, one red and one dark blue.

      Cuinn chose the blue one. “Thank you.”

      More murmuring whispered through the crowd as Cuinn began walking up the wall. His song magic picked out confusion, anticipation, and an added layer of unease as more of them noticed the Falcons.

      Corrin and Halun followed, hands on weapons, as Cuinn walked the wall path until he was still in clear view of those immediately below, but also visible to those filling the streets further back.

      And to the Falcons now moving in their direction.

      The muttering died to an expectant hush as Cuinn shook out the cloak, then reached up to tie the scarf around his face, leaving only his eyes visible. At the same moment that he drew the cloak over his tightly-furled wings, he summoned his glamour, using it to smooth over the edges, making the bulk of his wings invisible under the cloak. It was too bright a day to summon the shadows, but he didn’t need to.

      Slowly, carefully, he drew the hood of the cloak up. As he did so, he continued fashioning the glamour, using it to alter his features into that of a human man with stubbled jaw and untidy hair. And then, finally, he altered the appearance of the scarf, so that it looked exactly like the mask he had worn during his nights on the streets of Dock City.

      Below, those gathered had turned utterly silent.

      Before them stood the Shadowhawk.

      Shouts sounded above—the Falcons. Halun and Corrin shifted nervously on either side of him, and he could feel the unease of the Wolves below. He steadied himself. Glanced upwards. They were dropping out of the sky towards him.

      Slowly, Cuinn drew the hood back and un-wound the scarf, showing them his human visage. After a long, heavy moment, he began releasing his glamour, allowing the human features to slide back into his real face, his wings to become visible behind the cloak.

      Finally, he drew off the cloak and tossed it away.

      Then he bowed, wings spread wide. Anxiety tightened in his gut, along with a heady relief that, combined, made him dizzy. He had no idea how they would respond.

      At first it was silent. The anxiety deepened, his chest tightening with it. Then a whisper of noise, several muttered words. Then someone laughed in astonishment. Someone else clapped. Another joined her.

      Then they were all clapping. Whistling. Cheering.

      For him.

      The crowed was restless now, shocked and stunned and delighted, but also unsure what to make of the fact that the prince of song was their Shadowhawk. He sensed their confusion, the questions bubbling in their minds… and also the beginnings of hope stirring.

      Halun and Corrin stepped closer, protective, in case the crowd became dangerous. But Cuinn wasn’t worried. They weren’t going to hurt him. Relief filled all the empty spaces in him, banishing the anxiety and fear. They accepted him. Who he was.

      The hubbub began to die down. Those at the back of the crowd began slipping away.

      Frowning, Cuinn turned, looking up at the sky. Most of the Falcons hovered above, but some were almost upon him, dropping to the wall walk.

      He was surprised to see Brightwing landing before him on the path—he’d been expecting Mithanis. More Wolves were moving up the wall walk at Theac’s order, but Cuinn made a gesture to hold them back.

      He wasn’t hiding anymore. He could handle this.

      “Your Highness.” Brightwing looked an amusing mix of horrified, shocked and disgusted. When his gaze landed on the new sigil on Theac’s chest, the disgust deepened. “What was that little display?”

      “You saw it?” Cuinn smiled. “I’m glad. What do you want, Brightwing?”

      “When Prince Mithanis hears what—”

      “Why isn’t he here to blather at me himself?” Cuinn asked, cutting off the flight-leader’s angry words.

      Brightwing’s jaw turned rigid. “Your family and their court has travelled to the Summer Palace. Prince Mithanis instructs you to join them there immediately.”

      Cuinn’s heart plummeted. “It’s barely spring,” he said, managing an idle tone. “Why has everyone decamped to the SkyReach so early?”

      “My orders were to instruct you to leave, Prince Cuinn, not to answer your questions,” Brightwing said coldly. “You can be sure I will write to Prince Mithanis this evening, to let him know what happened here.”

      “You do that.” Cuinn smiled. “After all, it doesn’t do to disobey my elder brother.”

      “The Falcons will know by nightfall,” he hissed. “Those winged folk still here, they’ll all know. I’ll make sure of it.”

      “Good.” Cuinn stepped forward, using magic to cow Brightwing as he once had Ravinire. He used his newfound confidence, his relief in not having to wear any more masks, his delight in finally, finally, being himself, to bolster his strength. “Tell them all, Brightwing. Tell them how the humans cheered for me.”

      Brightwing wanted to say more—his contempt and shock pounded against Cuinn’s song magic—but he didn’t. He didn’t have enough spine for it. Instead he leapt into the sky, wings carrying him quickly away. The Falcons followed him.

      “What was that about?” Theac asked.

      “There’s only one reason the royal family and Queencouncil members go to the SkyReach outside the hottest months of summer,” Cuinn said. “To formally choose an heir.”

      Theac scowled. “Why can’t they do that here?”

      “It’s tradition to do it at the Summer Palace.” Cuinn shrugged. “Something about the grandness of the mountains and the palace, or some such ridiculousness.”

      “You just won Dock City to your side, Your Highness,” Corrin said carefully. “Going to the SkyReach takes you away from their support.”

      “I can’t challenge Mithanis for heir if I’m not there, Corrin,” Cuinn said. “So to the SkyReach we go.”

      “We’ll be with you, Your Highness.” Theac bowed instead of saluting.

      Corrin followed suit, then one by one the Wolves of his detail did the same thing. Below, the humans still gathered bowed too, many still looking dazed, but all making it clear where their loyalties lay.

      He took a deep breath, filling himself with that loyalty, that respect, and let it war with the fear within him.

      Because it was impossible to pretend, even to himself, that the prospect of facing down Mithanis didn’t terrify him.
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      The reply from Warlord Hadvezer came first, eight days after the assassination, arriving via niever-flyer for Tarcos. The heir to Firthland’s leadership echoed his uncle’s sentiments when he brought the message to the war room where Talyn sat with her family.

      “My uncle admits that along with several niever-flyers, a handful of Armun have also deserted,” Tarcos said grimly. “He concedes they may be the ones who undertook the assassination.”

      “And has the Shadowlord directed the Armun Council to investigate as a priority?” Alyna lifted an eyebrow.

      “Yes. We offer whatever support the Dumnorix require and will bring our army to immediate readiness.” Tarcos bowed slightly. “Prince Aeris is on our fastest ship heading for Port Lachley and I’ve been instructed to do whatever else I can to assist. I assume you’ve not heard back from Queen Sarana or Ahara Venador yet?”

      “No, our messages would have only just reached them—we’ll be waiting at least several more days before we can expect a reply.” Ariar was pacing. He didn’t like sitting still, and the strain of being inside the castle rather than out with his Aimsir showed in the shadows under his eyes and his rigid shoulders. Talyn imagined she looked no different.

      “We did get a missive from a Lord Tarich Swiftwing late yesterday.” Alyna pointed to an opened letter on the table in front of her.

      “Mithranar’s foreign emissary.” Talyn sat forward. “What did he want?”

      “To inform us that Queen Sarana and her Queencouncil were soon to begin the process of naming her heir.” Alyna rubbed a hand over tired eyes. “Then the usual flowery wording about fruitful cooperation no matter who is chosen and all that.”

      Fear churned in Talyn’s stomach. Cuinn would challenge Mithanis for heir, she had no doubts. Nor did she doubt what Mithanis would do about that.

      And she was stuck here in Conmor. If anything happened to Cuinn while she wasn’t there…

      “Thank you, Lord Tarcos, for bringing the message straight away,” Soar said, breaking Talyn from her train of thought.

      It was a polite but clear dismissal. Tarcos bowed smoothly, sent a small smile Talyn’s way, then strode from the room. Once the doors clanged shut behind him, everyone relaxed slightly. Now it was just family.

      “It’s an easy excuse, to say these niever-flyers and Armun deserted,” Ariar pointed out. “Should we be concerned?”

      “No,” Soar said firmly. “I know Warlord Hadvezer well. I spent several years with him in Samatia when I was a youth and he was heir. He’s a good man and would never betray the Dumnorix.”

      Alyna frowned. “I have to agree. Aethain always spoke highly of him.”

      Talyn hadn’t ever met the warlord of Firthland, but she trusted Soar and her mother’s assessment. Besides, she knew Tarcos, his heir, and what kind of man he was. Ariar conceded with a shrug.

      Alyna frowned. “The Callanan haven’t made any progress into learning who killed Aethain. Montagn is the most obvious answer given what we already know about them.”

      “But why now?” Ariar tossed the warlord’s message across the table in frustration. “And what exactly is it they’re after?”

      Despite the increased armed presence in Port Lachley and Ryathl, no further attacks eventuated in the days that had followed Aethain’s assassination. No army had arrived on their doorstep. The Callanan and Armun reported no threats. It was as if nothing had ever happened.

      A surgical strike. In and out.

      But Ariar was right. Why now? And why kill the king of the Twin Thrones?

      Silence fell around the table. Frustration and anger was a live creature throbbing through the air. A group of Dumnorix with a threat they didn’t know how to address—it was in their bones to fix, to help, to lead, and right now they were stymied.

      Was their country in danger? Or had Aethain been killed for some reason that had nothing to do with the Twin Thrones?

      A sharp knock sounded at the war room door before anyone came up with an answer. A sigh of relief went through the room at the distraction and Alyna called for whoever it was to enter.

      The Callanan First Blade had arrived.

      Along with two familiar faces.

      Talyn leapt up from her chair and a moment later was enveloped by a pair of Callanan, her breath escaping in a loud oomph.

      “Talyn!” Leviana bellowed.

      “Levs, Cynia.” Talyn escaped the hug, drawing back to smile at them in mixed astonishment and pleasure.

      “We are relieved to see you,” Alyna greeted Shia before Talyn could ask her friends what they were doing there.

      “I left Callanan Tower the moment your SkyRider message reached me, Your Highness.” The same grim look was on Shia’s face that Talyn had seen on everyone since the attack. “The news is beyond shocking, and I am deeply discomfited that this attack should come about without any forewarning from us or the Armun.”

      The air visibly deflated in the room. “So you have no information from your Montagni informant?” Ariar said.

      “None.” Shia hesitated. “I am sorry. He did not warn of any attack against the Twin Thrones, but we have not had contact with him in weeks. It’s possible he learned of something and hasn’t had the opportunity to tell us yet.”

      “What of Montagn’s plans against Mithranar?” Soar pressed.

      “Nothing there either. In our last contact with him, he said the ahara’s plans were developing, but he was still some way off from moving.”

      “Because we dealt with Vengeance?” Talyn asked.

      “We assumed so, yes.” Shia nodded. “Master Ranar left for Montagn a week ago to meet with our informant in person. Unfortunately I have nothing for you until he returns.”

      “Tal, this is odd.”

      “I agree.” Something wasn’t right, but she couldn’t put her finger on it.

      “I’ll go now and speak with my Callanan undertaking the interrogations,” Shia said briskly. “Lady Alyna, will you direct me to where they are?”

      Alyna rose from her chair. “I’d like to speak to them too. Warriors Seinn and Leed, you’re most welcome to stay here in the castle. There’s room in the guest wing and I’m sure Talyn would like the company.”

      As Alyna and Shia walked out, Ariar gave a heavy sigh and reached out to clap Soar on the back. “We’d best get to signing that pile of parchment that doesn’t seem to get any smaller. How did Aethain ever find the time?”

      Talyn turned to Cynia and Leviana, intensely curious to know why they’d arrived with the First Blade. “Tell me everything, now!”

      “The First Blade brought us to assist on the investigation into your uncle’s assassination, largely because we’ve spoken directly to the Shadowhawk and are the only Callanan aside from Master Ranar who know about Vengeance, the informant or his information.” Leviana glanced at Cynia. “Was your mother serious about us staying in the castle?”

      “I’m sure she was.” Talyn cast her eyes upwards. “Part of her ongoing campaign to convince me, no doubt.”

      “Convince you to what?” Cynia frowned.

      “It’s a long story.” Talyn dismissed the question. Her mother was nothing if not stubborn. “How long have you been back from Montagn?”

      “We’d barely stepped foot back in Ryathl when the First Blade summoned us to travel here. We haven’t even unpacked our bags.” Leviana glared at Talyn. “This doesn’t feel quite right, Tal.”

      “I agree.” Talyn threw her hands up. “I saw and heard nothing to indicate Vengeance would act here, and against the king, not in this way.”

      “Why are you here?” Cynia asked. “You must have been here before the attack. Four days isn’t enough time for a message to get to Mithranar and you to travel here.”

      “Another long story…” Talyn began, but capitulated as both Callanan glared at her. “I brought Cuinn here after we were attacked in Mithranar. I thought we could seek help here.”

      Leviana gaped. “Attacked by who?”

      “Sibling rivalry, most likely,” Talyn said lightly. “Prince Mithanis isn’t the biggest fan of his youngest brother.”

      “And where is Cuinn now?” Cynia didn’t fail to notice the look on Talyn’s face.

      “Back in Mithranar. After the assassination… there was no point in him lingering here. And he feels responsible for what’s happening in Mithranar right now. One of his mother’s lords has sent a missive to let us know she’ll be naming her heir soon.” Talyn tried her best to sound relaxed, but it was bitterly hard. Cuinn was in danger, so much danger, and she was stuck here instead of at his side, with her Wolves, where she belonged. She wondered if her mother could ever understand how powerfully that was ripping her apart.

      “Tal, what’s going on?” Leviana asked.

      “I’ll tell you all about it, but right now I have an important meeting.” Talyn groaned as she heard herself. “Listen to me. My mother’s influence is already showing. A meeting with the trade ambassador is hardly important, but there you go. Dinner later?”

      “We’ll be there,” Cynia promised.

      “Take your stuff to the guest wing. It will be nice to have the company.”

      Maybe they would help ease the loneliness she felt.
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      The orange glow of dusk filtered through the arched window in Talyn’s chambers as she sat in her armchair several days later, reading a letter from Theac. A smile curved her lips at her second’s words. He assured her that they’d all arrived safely in Dock City, only to find that most of Sarana’s court had departed for the Summer Palace.

      Prince Cuinn has been ordered to get there immediately, so we’ll be departing first thing in the morning. The prince suspects the travel to the SkyReach means the queen is preparing to name her heir. I’m sure you will be unsurprised to learn that the lad intends to challenge Mithanis for it.

      I fear greatly for him, as we have always done, but part of me hopes too. If we could have a king like him, Ciantar... I scarcely dare imagine it. Be confident that your Wolves will protect him.

      I hope you are well.

      Farewell, you are missed.

      Completely absorbed, Talyn allowed herself the momentary indulgence of remembering Mithranar and her Wolves. After a few moments, she cleared her thoughts and sat up, pushing the letter from her mind. Dwelling on what she missed wasn’t helpful, and she needed to focus on the present.

      Another meeting awaited her.

      “Ready to go, Zamaril?” She greeted the Wolf outside her door.

      He smiled. “Always, Captain.”

      “I received a letter from Theac. They’re safely home.” She passed him the pages. “He tells me he misses you.”

      The thief’s face lightened. “I miss him too. Never thought I’d say that about the crusty old man.”

      She hesitated. “You know that you can go home anytime?”

      “I choose to stay with you, and that won’t ever change.” He carefully tucked the pages in his pocket as they came to a stop outside a closed door.

      The First Blade, Leviana and Cynia waited inside, along with Tarcos, Ariar and Allira—Soar’s daughter had arrived days earlier with her husband, come to offer whatever support they could. Soar and Alyna had sent messages saying they were running late. It soon became clear though that their absence didn’t matter.

      They still had nothing. Nothing at all. And it was getting beyond frustrating.

      “We’re just going over old ground, why don’t we—” Allira’s voice was cut off by the bells ringing through the castle.

      The bells announcing a SkyRider was approaching the roof.

      By tacit agreement, they broke off conversation and waited. Maybe this was the update they’d been waiting for.

      It wasn’t long after that Alyna opened the door and walked in. Talyn rose from her chair at the look on her mother’s face—pale and shaken. She’d opened her mouth to demand what was wrong when the sound of boots running outside echoed through the open door.

      Soar burst in, almost running Alyna over. He still wore his flying beanie and his cheeks were flushed from flight. “It was Montagn.”

      Chairs screeched as everyone else shot to their feet. “Explain,” Talyn snapped.

      “The merchant vessel we captured just off the coast, the one carrying the assassination team.” He took a breath. “My SkyRiders have been going over every inch of it. They found papers half-burned in the main cabin’s fireplace. The vessel was registered in Montagn a few months ago. Most of the parchment of sale was burned away, but we got a name of the new owner. Venador.”

      Ariar spoke into the silence. “A member of the ahara’s family purchased the ship?”

      Talyn spun back to her mother. Soar’s news was big, but not entirely unsurprising. And something told her that Alyna had news too. Worse news. “Mama, what is it?”

      “We’ve lost contact with Aeris.”

      “What does that mean?” the First Blade asked when the Dumnorix appeared stunned into silence.

      Alyna took a breath. “The journey from Samatia is three days at most, and he should have been here by now. Soar, it worried me, so I sent some of your SkyRiders out to scout the seas. There is no sign of any Firthlander naval ships along the route Aeris’s ship would have taken.”

      Tarcos turned grim. “I’ll write to my uncle at once. Learn what happened.”

      “You think he’s kidnapped Aeris?” Ariar demanded.

      “No,” Tarcos said flatly. “We are your sworn vassals. We would never do such a thing. If my uncle says he put Aeris on a ship, then he did.”

      “I’ll send more SkyRiders out tonight and have them fly a broader search pattern. I’ll lead them myself. Maybe the ship experienced trouble,” Soar said grimly. “If he’s out there, I’ll find him.”

      Nobody disputed Soar joining the search. Aeris was family. It was their duty to find him, and right now the SkyRider amongst them was best placed to do that.

      “And in the meantime we have our answer.” Alyna looked stronger now, steadied. “It’s time to begin preparing our armies. For war with Montagn.”

      “I’ll include this in my letter to my uncle,” Tarcos promised. “We’ll have our Bearmen and niever-flyers rallied at once. The Shadowlord will be directed to have the Armun Council focus on collecting intelligence on Montagni movements immediately.”

      Shia moved for the door. “I’ll leave for Callanan Tower in the morning.”

      Ariar smiled, though it held no warmth. “It’s been many decades since we’ve had to muster the Aimsir. We’re in play.”

      And I am none of those things anymore, Talyn thought. I am Ciantar.

      Tarcos approached as the others left, the meeting temporarily over.

      “I know you haven’t eaten today,” he said. “How about you meet me in the kitchens in a half-turn after I’ve written this message to my uncle?”

      Talyn wasn’t really hungry, but knew she should eat. “Sounds good. I just want to talk to Levs and Cynia and then I’ll head down there.”

      “Sure, I’ll see you soon.”

      “What do you make of all that?” she asked her friends once the door closed behind Tarcos.

      The partners shared a look before Cynia said, “Montagn is much more powerful than we are. Winning a war against Montagn won’t be easy.”

      Talyn sighed, rubbing at her eyes. Her duty was to be here, helping, preventing any instability. But Cuinn was in Mithranar, challenging his brother without her help.

      “Cosy dinner with Tarcos, huh?” Leviana clearly couldn’t decide whether to smile or frown.

      “It’s just food,” Talyn said tiredly.

      “It looks like you need sleep more than food.” Cynia looked concerned. “Talyn, is there some reason you and Tarcos are so chummy again? I thought he was upset with you.”

      “It’s not really a mystery.” Talyn sighed. “Both my mother and Tarcos would very much like me to marry him and sit the Twin Thrones as regent until Aeris is old enough. Now that he’s missing, I’m guessing she’d prefer that I take the throne.”

      “You’re going to marry Tarcos?” Leviana’s eyes widened.

      “No,” she said simply. “I’m not.”

      “And Cuinn?” Cynia asked.

      “Is far away in Mithranar, and I will probably not see him for a very long time.” Talyn paused; these were two of her closest friends in the world, and she wanted to tell them the truth, but it was so hard to even say the words.

      “I understand,” Cynia said quietly. “I was right, wasn’t I, about you and Cuinn?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Of course it does. Marry him.” Leviana lowered her voice. “Your family can’t dispute a match with another prince, surely? It will cement an alliance against Montagn at the very least.”

      “Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t marry Cuinn.” Talyn hesitated, then drew her friends over to the chairs by the fire. “What I’m about to tell you can’t go beyond these walls, but… I was sent to Mithranar in the first place because Cuinn is a Dumnorix,” she said, then told them everything.

      “Tal.” Cynia reached out to touch her arm, hearing the anguish in Talyn’s voice.

      At the touch, her shields came slamming up. “I’m fine.”

      “Oh shit.” Leviana suddenly shot upwards in her chair, eyes wide as saucers. “Cuinn a Dumnorix… he’s the Shadowhawk, isn’t he?”

      Cynia groaned. “That explains so much.”

      “You’re right, but that’s just another dangerous secret.” Talyn rose. “Come on, let’s go and eat dinner with Tarcos.”

      Leviana stood, slinging her arm around Talyn’s shoulders. “How about we go and have dinner with Tarcos while you go and get some sleep? You’re exhausted, my friend.”

      That actually sounded wonderful.

      She smiled at them both. “All right. Apologise to him for me, will you?”

      “No apologies necessary. He gets the two of us instead of you, lucky man,” Leviana said airily. “Off you go now. We’ll see you in the morning.”

      Feeling a little better after speaking with her friends, Talyn headed up to her rooms, the Wolves a faithful shadow at her back.

      The moment she closed the door behind her, Sari roused in her head.

      “Talyn?”

      “Yes?”

      “We’re going to have a conversation. Right now.”

      Talyn frowned, dropping into the chair by the fire. “Okay.”

      “It’s time to be blunt. You’re trying so hard to do the honourable thing—sacrifice what you actually want and live up to your duty to your family—that you’re missing something very obvious.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Tal, if Montagn is truly intending invasion, then what sort of position is the Twin Thrones in if Mithanis takes the throne of Mithranar? Do you really think he can defeat Montagn?” Sari continued before Talyn could respond. “You’re forgetting basic strategy. Mithranar is a buffer for the Twin Thrones, no?”

      “Yes…” she said slowly. “And their izerdia supplies are crucial to any war.”

      “Right. Keeping that in mind, who is the one person in Mithranar that the Dumnorix can trust and rely upon? No matter what.”

      She let out a breath, realisation unravelling inside her with a rush. “Another Dumnorix.”

      “So if we’re heading for war, strategically speaking, who is the best person for the Twin Thrones to have on the Mithranan throne? Which Acondor family member is in their best interests?”

      Talyn bolted upright in her chair. “Shit, Sari!”

      “Yes, I know, I’m a genius. You would have figured this out yourself if you weren’t so caught up in the fact that you’re in love with Cuinn and want to go home but feel like you have to sacrifice that for the greater good.”

      “Maybe I don’t.” Talyn breathed the words, making them alive.

      “Maybe you don’t.”
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      Cuinn wasn’t surprised to find Mithanis waiting for him as he reached the main entrance of the Summer Place, a snow-filled wind ripping around them. The prince of night wasn’t trying to hide his anger, his dark wings raised and stiff with fury. A handful of Falcons stood behind him.

      Cuinn glanced back at his Wolves, then walked forward, keeping his stride loose and confident. “Hello, Brother.”

      “How dare you!” he snarled, taking a step forward, fists clenched, wings snapping outwards in the breeze.

      Fury, hot and uncontrolled, hit Cuinn’s song magic so fiercely he sucked in a breath before letting it recede and bracing himself as best he could. “How dare I what?”

      His calm tone only increased Mithanis’s fury. His brother snarled and stepped closer again, his magic buffeting Cuinn. Without hesitation, Cuinn drew upon his own magic, using it to hold the prince of night back. It took a lot of effort, matching Mithanis, whose magic was powerful and surging with his anger.

      But he did.

      He drew on the cool competence of the fifty-odd Wolves lined up behind him, drew upon his own strength and skill, and shoved Mithanis’s magic away with a strong punch of anger and determination. The prince of night staggered a step backwards. The anger battering at Cuinn faded. Vanished.

      “How did you…?” The stunned look on Mithanis’s face was almost comical.

      “How did I what?” Cuinn took a step towards his brother.

      Mithanis straightened, realisation crawling across his face, feeding his anger. “You’ve been hiding your magic from us.”

      “Or you were too stupid to notice it,” Cuinn needled. As afraid of his brother as he still was, he was angry too. For Raya, for his dead Wolves. For Ronisin and his detail. He used the anger to hold the fear back.

      “You’re nothing,” Mithanis spat, still not fully understanding. “A worthless pretty boy who likes wine and women too much to ever be useful.”

      A smile curled at the edges of Cuinn’s mouth. “You are so gullible, thinking any of that was real.”

      Mithanis’s dark eyes flickered.

      “That’s right.” Cuinn took another step forward. “I’ve never been what you think. You only ever saw what I made you see.”

      Mithanis frowned, gaze cutting to the Wolves and the emerald sigil on their chests, doubt clouding his expression. When he spoke, his voice was hesitant. “I thought Ravinire an idiot, that his mind had been addled, to go babbling to our mother that you were the Shadowhawk.”

      His mother had betrayed him. It hit him hard and fast, sucking the air from his lungs, even though he’d already guessed. He forced it aside, grabbed hold of that anger, made it his strength. “And you were too stupid to notice that too, Brother.”

      Mithanis’ breath came out in a hiss. His mouth opened. Closed. The racing thoughts in his head were palpable as he looked at Cuinn now, felt his magic, put the pieces together. “He was right...”

      “Yes, the Shadowhawk was me. This whole time.” Cuinn smirked. “Right under all your noses.”

      Fury and frustration battered at Cuinn suddenly, Mithanis losing all control. Cuinn stood there, shoulders straight, and weathered it, enjoying for once seeing his brother well and truly beaten. Even if only for a minute.

      When he spoke, Mithanis’s voice was low and bitter. “You have to realise that you are giving me no choice but to act against you. Join my side, like Az, and you can live, Cuinn. We are brothers. I don’t wish for your death.”

      “You haven’t succeeded in killing me yet. What makes you think you ever will?”

      Frustration overtook Mithanis then, fist clenching and unclenching at his sides. “Despite your ridiculous accusations, I’ve never tried to kill you before. I’ve never acted against you. I didn’t kill Raya and I didn’t set off an explosion to kill your Wolves.”

      Lies, all lies.

      Mithanis stood back, shaking his head. “The crown is mine. You are foolish if you think you can defeat me.”

      “Am I?” Cuinn closed the distance again. “The humans are loyal to me; how many of the WingGuard do you think are loyal to me also? How many would see you wanting to murder your own brother as a good reason to destroy you and follow me instead?”

      “All words, Cuinn,” Mithanis murmured, his confidence returning rapidly. “And you and I both know it.”

      With that he was gone, streaking up into the sky and leaving Cuinn to stand there and stare after him.

      The anger vanished as quickly as it had come. Before he could let himself give in to the fear that trembled in his limbs—could he really do this without her?—Willir came dropping out of the sky above, young wings flapping fiercely to keep him in the air. The fear that leaked from him suggested he’d overheard most of that conversation.

      “Welcome back, Prince Cuinn.” The boy bowed.

      “Thank you, Willir.” Cuinn cleared his throat, fought for an even tone of voice. “What has you hovering here waiting for me?”

      “When I heard you’d arrived, I wanted to come straight away.” Willir looked anxious. “It’s your mother; she’s unwell.”

      Cuinn sighed and rubbed a weary hand over his forehead. “I’ll go and see her now.”

      “Your Highness?” Theac asked as he turned.

      “My mother is ill. I’m going to see her.” Cuinn paused. “You’ll come with me?”

      The veteran scanned Cuinn’s face, his scowling features softening slightly. “I’d be happy to take command of your current detail, Your Highness.”

      “Good.” His eyes roved the Wolves, falling on a familiar figure with sea-grey wings. “Jystar, a word please?”

      “Your Highness?”

      “You were one of our most senior healers until recently. Is my mother truly ill?” Cuinn asked as they walked.

      Jystar’s grey wings rustled but he remained expressionless. He was nothing like his expressive, light-hearted younger brother, but Cuinn knew the man’s reputation. He was considered the most powerful healer amongst the winged folk. “She began feeling unwell almost a year ago. I was one of two healers summoned to attend her. Nothing nefarious is going on, Your Highness. It’s a wasting sickness that we have been able to slow down, but not cure.”

      Cuinn’s stride faltered and he sucked in a breath, shocked. Jystar’s gaze was sympathetic but he didn’t say anything further.

      He’d been distant from his mother as long as he could remember. He’d accepted she didn’t love him the way he’d seen other mothers love their children, the way Alyna Dumnorix loved Talyn. And he’d had to hide himself from her along with everyone else, never giving her an opportunity to know him. Still…he’d had no idea at all.

      “How long does she have?” He fought to keep his voice steady.

      “Weeks, maybe months,” Jystar said.

      “Why didn’t she tell anyone?”

      “I believe she was afraid, Your Highness, that her declining health would be seen as a weakness.” Jystar hesitated. “I believe even Princes Mithanis and Azrilan had no idea.”

      Cuinn nodded, hiding his surprise as best he could as they came to a stop outside his mother’s rooms. The Falcons on guard at the door didn’t seem to know what to do, but when Theac barked at them, they stepped aside to let Cuinn in. He paused, looking at Jystar. “That’s why she’s naming her heir now? She knows she’s going to die soon.”

      Jystar nodded, bowing his head. “I think so, Your Highness.”

      Cuinn left him and walked through the open door. His mother lay in her bed, skin pale, blue shadows under her eyes. Thankfully neither of his brothers were there, and he was able to dismiss the Falcons in the room to wait outside.

      “Hello, Mother.” He sat by her bed, reaching out to take her hand.

      “Cuinn.” She smiled faintly. “You’re back.”

      “I came straight here. I was told you’re unwell.”

      “Yes.” She spoke slowly, as if it took a lot of effort. “I thought I was getting better, but…”

      Cuinn’s heart sank as her voice trailed off and she coughed. “Is there anything I can do?”

      “No. It will pass.”

      “That’s not what Jystar says,” he said gently. Something about the way she was lying there made dread fill his every bone. He’d never seen his powerful mother look so vulnerable. Not once in his entire life.

      Her eyes slid closed, opened. “Please don’t go away again,” she whispered. “I feel better when you’re close.”

      “That’s never been true.”

      “It has…” She coughed. “You’re the child I shared with the love of my life. So precious.”

      “Are you ever going to tell me who he is?”

      Sarana smiled faintly. “Safer not to know. He’s gone, Cuinn. Keep him gone.”

      He thought about telling her that he knew his father was a Dumnorix, but she looked so weak lying there, and there were other things they needed to discuss. He squeezed her hand. “I know that I’ve never allowed you to see it, but I’m stronger than you think, Mother. I’ll talk to Azrilan, maybe together we can…” His voice trailed off as sadness filled her face. “What?”

      “Azrilan left. He fled, fearing what your brother would do before the formal nomination.” She gripped his hand tightly. “You should leave too.”

      “No.” Unbidden, anger filled him and he took his hand away. “If I run, then I leave every person in Mithranar at Mithanis’s mercy. If I do nothing, he will rule here. Because you have done nothing, he will rule here.”

      “So passionate,” she murmured. “You have more of your father in you than I realised… but… you’ve hidden that so well, haven’t you? I’ve missed so much.”

      “You have.” He tried to keep the accusation from his voice, but it was hard.

      She rallied, meeting his gaze. “They are not worth your life, Cuinn. They were not worth mine.”

      “I am their prince,” he said, voice shaking with conviction. “They are worth everything I can give them. Where did Az go?” Maybe he could catch him, convince him to come back. Together they might be able to form a strong enough base against Mithanis and the fear he held over everyone.

      His mother’s eyes slid closed. “Gone,” she whispered. “Gone to Arataire, where he’s safe with his family.”

      Cuinn’s heart sank as her breathing slowed and she fell asleep.

      And then he took a deep breath.

      He could do this without Azrilan. He had the Wolves at his back.
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      Instead of going to bed, Talyn sent messages out that night.

      Soar had already left to search for Aeris, and she needed his legions, so she had to wait for him to come back. But that was fine—she used the time to pace her quarters, thinking, planning. Sari joined her, the two of them going back and forth, considering and improving the plan. In the early turns after midnight, she brought Zamaril in.

      His eyes widened at the sight of her. She hadn’t slept or washed, and no doubt looked a sight with her manic energy and bright sapphire eyes. “I’m going to do something drastic,” she said. “But I want your thoughts before I present the plan to my family.”

      He listened patiently as she laid it out for him. Once she was done, a short silence passed. He reached up, scratched his nose. Tilted his head.

      Then a wolfish smile spread over his face. “I like it.”

      “It doesn’t solve our problem, not even close. But it means both of us can…” She trailed off as his smile widened.

      Talyn was about to ask whether he saw any flaws in the plan when the bells signalling a SkyRider approach began ringing through the castle.

      “Soar’s here!” She ran for the door.

      Zamaril was barely half a step behind her, calling orders for his detail to keep up. Wings rustled as the winged ones launched into flight down the cavernous hall. Roalin’s song magic picked up on her and Zamaril’s manic excitement, and he almost flew into a wall before he managed to control it.

      The castle bells were still pealing through the still dawn air as Talyn took the steps to the SkyRider landing platform two at a time, Zamaril close behind, the winged Wolves soaring into the sky above.

      A thick fog had rolled in during the night, restricting vision to only a few inches. She stopped at the edge of the yard, peering into the thick mist. Her hearing picked up the high-pitched screeching of an eagle, and seconds later the magnificent creatures were descending around her through the fog.

      Gusts of cold air from the flapping of the great eagles’ wings swept her hair back and chilled her skin. She could make out the shadowy forms of dismounting SkyRiders through the fog, and then Soar’s tall figure jogged towards her. His flight beanie was pulled down firmly over his ears, and his skin was flushed from the cold, luminous blue eyes snapping with the joy of flying.

      “McTavish is just behind us,” he said as they fell into step, referring to Ariar’s second. “I found his Aimsir command on my way back to the capital as you asked. Is something wrong? We only just left Port Lachley.”

      “I know you need to search for Aeris, but I won’t keep you here beyond a full-turn or two, I promise,” she said. “Let’s get inside. Hopefully Ariar and Mama have heard the bells and will be waiting for us.”

      “What’s happening?” Ariar strode towards them as they emerged from the stairwell into the main castle corridor, dressed as always in his Aimsir leathers.

      “Our cousin summoned me,” Soar said. “And a full division of your riders.”

      Ariar made a comical face at Talyn. “You summoned my Aimsir?”

      “I did.” Talyn grinned, still infected by the same manic energy. “McTavish’s division. I have a plan.” McTavish ruled the northern Aimsir, all riders stationed in Conmor. All those that could converge on Port Lachley in a matter of days.

      Her cousin considered that. “Your mother’s not going to like this, is she?”

      “Not at all.” Talyn shook her head. “Not even a little bit.”

      Rior McTavish’s copper hair was windblown and rumpled as he jogged towards them from the direction of the main castle entrance, cheeks flushed with the thrill of a long, fast ride. “Sky Chieftain, Horselord, Lady Dynan.” He acknowledged them all. “I am here as requested.”

      “Let’s take this into the hall—best I lay it out to all of you at once,” Talyn said, pushing the doors open. “Zamaril, with me.”

      As Talyn had hoped, Alyna was already in the great hall with Allira—in fact it looked like both had already been there despite the early hour, working away on a large pile of parchment with a pot of steaming tea between them. Talyn waved Soar, Ariar and Rior to chairs but stayed on her feet, taking up a position at the head of the table. Zamaril halted a pace behind at her left shoulder.

      She took a deep breath. “I’ve come up with a way forward. A way to secure our position, and at the same time warn Montagn off, or at least stall them while we prepare.”

      Alyna lifted an eyebrow. “Do tell?”

      “Are you sure this is what you want?”

      Talyn’s heart thudded. “It’s not entirely, but… yes, more than any other option available to me.”

      “Then go for it, partner.”

      She took another long breath, forced herself not to shirk from looking them all in the eye, one by one. “I’m going to join the Dumnorix court, take up all responsibilities of being a member of the family. And then you will marry me to Cuinn Acondor. After that, Cuinn and I will take the throne of Mithranar.”

      Ariar coughed. Soar looked bemused. Allira puzzled.

      McTavish glanced between them dubiously, finding himself in the middle of an uncomfortable situation. “I’ll… wait outside until you need me.” He rose and walked quickly from the hall. The moment the doors closed behind him, Alyna swung towards Talyn.

      “You can’t.” Alyna’s voice shook. “You two married… that could be the death knell of the Twin Thrones.”

      “I know that’s what it seems like, but think about it,” Talyn said. “You know me, you trust me. I would never move against the Twin Thrones. Would you prefer Cuinn married to me, or a Montagni princess like his mother wants? Which of us do you think is the safer choice for the stability of the Twin Thrones?”

      “Your children…”

      “Don’t have to know. Nobody beyond this room has to ever know about Cuinn’s Dumnorix blood.” Talyn’s hands pressed against the cool stone of the tabletop. This was the right choice. It had been in front of her all along but she hadn’t seen it. “Put us on the throne of Mithranar and use me as a strategic tool against Montagn. With me as Cuinn’s wife, you have control of the izerdia. More, you have a Dumnorix ally on the Mithranan throne if Montagn truly intends invasion.”

      “We would have that in Firthland if you married Tarcos,” Alyna said.

      “Firthland is already sworn to us, and they do not control the izerdia supply,” Talyn countered. “This way all three kingdoms are allied against Montagn. We might actually be able to counter their military might that way.”

      “You talk of putting yourself and Prince Cuinn on the Mithranan throne, but it’s not as simple as that. He’s the youngest prince. What you’re saying is you want to start a civil war there,” Soar said grimly.

      “No.” Talyn shook her head. “Queen Sarana is about to name her heir. If we put Cuinn in an unassailable position, by giving him and me the full backing of the Twin Thrones, we can force the queen and her nobles to name him as heir without a fight. Their army is weak, it can’t stand up to us any more than it can stand up to Montagn.”

      “An alliance such as you’re suggesting works both ways,” Alyna said. “If Mithranar allies with us and gives us control of their izerdia, that means we are duty bound to help them too.”

      Ariar jumped in before Talyn could. “What’s so bad about that? Talyn is right. We have Firthland as firm allies already. If we formally ally with Mithranar via marriage, Montagn would really have to think twice about coming for any of us.”

      Soar glanced between Talyn and Alyna. “How would you propose to do it, Talyn?”

      “I’ll take a force of Aimsir and SkyRiders to Mithranar. The Aimsir will encircle the SkyReach from the north and cut off the Causeway to Montagn. The SkyRiders will take the Summer Palace and cow the WingGuard there into submission. We make it clear to Queen Sarana and her Queencouncil that the Twin Thrones wants Cuinn to be named heir. No matter how angry Mithanis is, there will be little he can do about it.” Talyn paused. “The WingGuard can’t fight us and win, and they know it.”

      It meant taking Mithranar against the will of its queen and her Queencouncil, there was no getting around it. But this way they could do it without hurting anyone—Mithanis might want to fight but the WingGuard wouldn’t stand against a powerful enough showing of SkyRiders.

      “And what do we do until Sarana dies and Cuinn can take the throne?” Alyna asked.

      “We exile Mithanis and Azrilan to Montagn to live with their families—that is part of the deal we make,” Talyn said coolly. “Without their presence, Cuinn and I can build enough influence in Mithranar to keep Sarana aligned with us.” She was confident in Cuinn’s song magic. And her ability to win the Falcons to her.

      A heavy, thinking silence filled the room. Ariar looked convinced, as did Allira, who’d also married for strategic gain. Even Soar’s frown was fading.

      Alyna saw the mood shift. “Talyn, no. Even if we agreed to this insane plan, you can’t lead our forces.”

      “Mama, enough!” Talyn rounded on her. “I am not a regent. I am a warrior. There is no one else better suited to lead this than me. Ariar will come with me while Soar searches for Aeris and you and Allira manage our armed forces here.”

      Alyna rose from her chair, facing Talyn down, words careful and clear. “And when do you intend to come back?”

      The answer was burned into Talyn’s brain, and it was as if a lamp had suddenly been lit inside a dark room, illuminating what before had been darkness and confusion. And as she accepted that realisation, despite its consequences, she felt as if a huge weight had been lifted from her shoulders. No matter that she was a Dumnorix; she belonged elsewhere. She was Ciantar.

      And like she’d promised, she’d found a way to go home.

      “Talyn?” Her mother’s voice was sharp, cutting through her sorrow.

      “I’m sorry, Mama.” Talyn spoke just as slowly. “I won’t be coming back.”

      Alyna’s mouth was set in a thin line. “While I concede a strategic marriage could work, we still need you here in Port Lachley. A royal marriage like this does not mean you need to stay with him.”

      “Maybe not,” she said softly. “But I choose to stay. I am Ciantar as much as I am Dumnorix, and Mithranar is my home.”

      Ariar glanced between them. “Talyn—”

      “Ariar, I know what you’re going to say.” Talyn raised a hand. “I—”

      “No you don’t,” he said in frustration. “Look, we’re in a mess. There’s a good chance Montagn is planning war and our king is missing. Even if he wasn’t, he’s a boy who is too young to rule. That’s the reality.”

      “Thanks for the overview,” she said dryly. “I didn’t quite understand the severity of the situation before.”

      “I’m saying go back to Mithranar,” he said in a rush. “Because that’s where you belong.”

      Talyn stared at him, tears filling her eyes. “Really?”

      “Really.” He smiled slightly. “It’s what your father would have wanted. Zamaril has told me a lot, and I think the Mithranan people deserve someone like you to fight for them. And once I’ve helped you and Cuinn, I will come back here and I will help fight for our country, I promise.”

      She gave him a shaky smile. “Thank you.”

      Soar spoke into the silence that fell, pushing sadness from his face and speaking in brisk tones. “Right. Let’s go over the plan for putting Talyn on the throne of Mithranar. And then I have a search to conduct.”

      A fierceness sprung up then, one that Talyn didn’t attempt to restrain. The Dumnorix were expanding their power… it instinctively pleased all of them.

      That was fine. Because it meant she could go home.

      

      Tarcos found her that night as she packed what she needed into a single duffle. Leviana and Cynia were ‘helping’ by sitting on her bed and grinning like fools. At the sight of Tarcos they shared a look, then filed over to give Talyn a warm hug each.

      “You take care, friend,” Leviana instructed. “And write often.”

      “I will,” Talyn promised. “And once things are settled in Mithranar I’ll come up with a reason to get both of you there on Callanan business.”

      “You’d better.” Cynia gave her another hug and the two Callanan left. A pang went through her as they disappeared from sight. She was going to miss them.

      Tarcos waited until they were gone before speaking, still leaning casually against the doorframe.

      “Ariar filled me in on the details of your plan. You’re going to marry Prince Cuinn?”

      She stilled. “Tarcos—”

      He lifted a hand. “I don’t want to keep being an arrogant idiot about all of this. You being willing to marry, after what you said to me… this isn’t about saving the Twin Thrones, is it?”

      “Not entirely,” she admitted.

      He gave a sad little smile. “I can’t say that I understand, from what I’ve seen of Cuinn Acondor. But he’s a lucky man.”

      “Thank you for saying that.”

      He cleared his throat. Straightened. “I get the impression you’re expecting trouble in Mithranar, and I have a detail of Bearmen stationed here with me. Would you consider allowing me to come with you?”

      She huffed out a breath. “Your uncle would kill you.”

      “On the contrary, as I’m to be next warlord, I think it’s in Firthland’s best interest for me to assist our sovereign to improve our relations with Mithranar,” Tarcos countered. “Particularly since one of my closest friends is about to be queen there and we’re going to form an alliance against Montagn.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “Deadly,” he said, then smiled. “So, can I come?”

      A grin escaped her. She’d been on a high ever since her family had agreed to her crazy plan. “Welcome aboard.”

      The more the merrier.
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      Shouts filled the morning air as an alleya ball was kicked from one Wolf to another. Sweat trickled down the back of Cuinn’s neck, his lungs panting for breath, muscles warm.

      When the ball came back in his direction, he spread his wings wide, stretching them, the cold air running delightfully through his feathers. At just the right moment he leapt into the air, intercepting the pass and tossing the ball downfield to his teammate, Corrin.

      Mixed cheers and cries of disappointment rang out as Corrin scored.

      The physical exercise was a welcome distraction, and not just for him. They were all as wound up as he was, not just from anxiety, but from the air of unease that hung over the Summer Palace. Not once in the recent history of the winged folk had a nomination for heir been such a dangerous time.

      And the queen was dying.

      Two weeks of waiting, most of that spent cooling his heels in the palace. Sparring. Skimming. Playing music when the unease became unbearable. Surrounding himself with Wolves at all times.

      And all the while the queen insisted she was getting better, that anytime now she would be strong enough for the nomination to happen. Jystar confided to Cuinn that while she might rally for a time, her illness wasn’t one they could heal.

      He visited her each day, never staying long, struggling with her weakness and her refusal to talk about anything important, like his father or the fact she could choose to name Cuinn heir if she wanted to. His identity as the Shadowhawk lay heavily between them, unspoken, unresolved.

      He was startled from his thoughts when play abruptly came to a halt, gazes turning past Cuinn’s shoulder. He turned to see Ravinire landing lightly on the opposite side of the yard, red wings a bright splash of colour against all the white.

      At a gesture from Cuinn, Corrin sent the Wolves away, leaving only his current detail watching protectively.

      Cuinn waited for Ravinire to come to him. “What brings you by, Falcon?”

      Silence followed his question, and Cuinn let it sit, waiting patiently.

      Ravinire glanced away, then back. “I came to ask you why I’m still alive.”

      A bitter laugh of surprise escaped him. “Shouldn’t I be the one asking you that question?”

      Ravinire shifted his feet. “I’m sure Captain Dynan informed you that I—”

      “Betrayed me to my mother?” Cuinn cut in, deliberately calm. “Who then told Mithanis what she knew? Resulting in an izerdia explosion that left seven of my Wolves dead.”

      Ravinire’s gaze cut to Corrin standing a short distance off, to the sigil on his chest. “You are the Shadowhawk. It was my duty to tell my queen.”

      “Flea-bitten rubbish!” Cuinn snarled, wings flaring as he took a quick step toward the Falcon. “You had no proof, no evidence. You had nothing. And you still served me up on a platter to my brother, knowing what the consequences would be. Well congratulations, you killed seven innocent men and women.”

      Ravinire’s jaw tightened. “All of that is true. So why aren’t I dead?”

      Cuinn huffed a breath in astonishment. “What have I ever done to make you think I’m capable of cold-blooded murder? If I were the type of man to do that, you’d have been dead before you had a chance to say anything to my mother.”

      Ravinire said nothing, face turning bloodless.

      “That just makes it worse, doesn’t it? You don’t get to justify your actions by telling yourself I’m just as bad as my mother and brother.” He stepped closer again, staring the Falcon down, ignoring the bitter guilt pouring off him. “Let me be utterly clear—I would never have executed the Ciantar and his family. I would never have executed Ronisin Nightdrift and his detail. You chose the wrong side, Ravinire, and you know it.”

      Ravinire’s jaw clenched, but he said nothing.

      “I intend to challenge my brother for the crown.” Cuinn paused. “Will you support me or him?”

      “I will do as my queen commands,” Ravinire said with quiet dignity. “I don’t change sides or loyalties, Your Highness.”

      Cuinn wanted to push harder, to confront Ravinire over his mother’s worsening illness, but he couldn’t. He knew how much pain it would cause the Falcon and he couldn’t willingly inflict it on him, no matter how angry he was. Talyn wouldn’t have hesitated. Cuinn had to.

      “Get out of here. I’m not interested in talking to you any longer.”

      Corrin approached after Ravinire had disappeared into the sky, but before he could say anything, Halun’s bear-like form appeared. His brow was furrowed, tightening the top edges of his slave tattoo. Jasper paced at his side.

      “What is it?” Cuinn asked him.

      “The Falcons are talking in the mess, Your Highness,” Halun said. “The Queencouncil has called an extraordinary session for tomorrow afternoon. Your mother says she is well again.”

      Cuinn stilled. “They’re going to decide on the heir.”

      Halun bowed his head in affirmation.
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      Cuinn paced back and forth, running a hand through his hair to push it back from his forehead. Jasper prowled at his heels, almost tripping him a number of times. A fire crackled in the hearth, giving light as darkness settled outside.

      “Your Highness, there’s time to re-think this.”

      He had his talons gathered with him. Her talons, once. And of course Theac was the one to advise caution. Lyra and Liadin shared a glance. They wouldn’t verbally gainsay something their captain said, but their emotions told Cuinn they strongly disagreed.

      “It’s a bit late for that, Theac,” Cuinn said. “I’ve already told Mithanis I’m going to challenge. Even if I don’t go through with it tomorrow, he’ll never let my challenge lie.”

      “Jystar says none of the Queencouncil members are going to vote with you,” Corrin added. “Except maybe Tirin Goldfeather, but his whole family is warning him against it—they know what will happen to them if he votes against Mithanis.”

      “That doesn’t change anything,” Cuinn said.

      “Your Highness,” Andres pushed, quietly persistent. “What makes you think Mithanis is going to let you walk out of there alive tomorrow, no matter how it goes?”

      Her humans. So cautious. So worried for him. Just like she would be.

      “My mother is still alive. That might be enough to hold Mithanis back.” A faint hope, but one he clung to. As determined as he was to do this, he didn’t want to die. Not without seeing Talyn again. Anyway, he’d promised her he wouldn’t die. “I know that I’m risking your lives, too, so if you want to leave before—”

      “Never,” Corrin said with steely determination. Around him, the talons nodded.

      “I think we should leave the SkyReach and go back to the citadel after the nomination is official. Get away from your family.” This from Theac. “We could even go to Sparrow Island.”

      Lyra started saying something, but her words were drowned out when the door slammed open and Tirina ran in. The warrior Wolf was agitated, her scarlet wings rustling, flaring and furling in a hurried rhythm. Jasper snarled but they all ignored him.

      “What is it?” Theac barked at her.

      “Just got a message from Captain Strongswoop. Brightwing has been given orders for the Falcons stationed here to arm themselves and form up.”

      “Flea-shitting bastards!” Theac swore, turning to Cuinn. “Mithanis isn’t going to let you get as far as attending the council tomorrow.”

      Dread opened up a pit in his stomach, and he felt like a fool. “I should have expected this.”

      Jasper snarled, the sound loud and vicious, as if he didn’t like Cuinn’s tone.

      Nobody bothered arguing with Theac and Corrin that Brightwing’s orders might have nothing to do with him—there was no other reason the WingGuard would be forming up. He turned to Theac. “Where are the rest of the Wolves?”

      “They’ll be in the mess for dinner.”

      “Tirina, did Strongswoop tell you how long we had?”

      “The orders just came. Falcons aren’t the most efficient lot… we have a full-turn, maybe a little less.”

      That steadied him. “Then they’re not going to find us when they come.” He moved for the door. “Tirina, keep an eye on the Falcons’ progress. The rest of you, with me!”

      Theac and the talons followed, a step slow. He ignored them, Jasper a blur at his side, as he sprinted down the corridors and stairs until he was outside, boots sinking into fresh snow as he ran for the cluster of chalet huts used by the Wolves. Two thudding steps and he was bursting into the mess hut.

      The Wolves stared at him for a heartbeat.

      And then they were rising to their feet, backs straight, arms loose at their sides. Awaiting his orders. More boots thudded outside and then his talons were filing in, instinctively taking up flanking positions around him.

      “The prince of night has decided not to play fair.” Cuinn spoke briskly, allowing a curl of magic through his words that spoke of confidence, calm. “The Falcons have been given orders to form up and arm themselves. No doubt Mithanis would like to prevent my attendance at the Queencouncil session tomorrow.”

      It washed over him then. Their anger. Worry for him. Determination to keep him safe. To do as their captain had trained them.

      He turned to the men and women at his side. “Talons, assemble your details. Once everyone is accounted for, head for the tunnels to the caverns below the palace. Just like the morning wall run, you’re going to go fast. Take weapons and nothing else.”

      Theac stepped up to him, voice lowered. “We’re running?”

      “We’re keeping ourselves alive,” Cuinn said. “I don’t want to kill Falcons, Theac. And there are too many Falcons stationed here for us to stand and fight without Wolves dying. I won’t have that either.”

      “And what do we do once we’re down in the mines?”

      A thud as someone landed outside. It was Tirina, face flushed, eyes glittering. “It’s all a bit chaotic—there hasn’t been an order for such a large form up before. We’ve got a half-turn, I reckon, before they move on us.”

      “How many?” Halun asked.

      “A full flight, it looks like.”

      Almost three hundred Falcons.

      Mithanis wasn’t messing around.

      “One step at a time, Theac,” Cuinn said to his captain. “We get out before they hit us. Then we decide what comes next.”

      Theac saluted, then turned to the Wolves staring at them, letting loose with his distinctive parade ground bellow. “Right, you heard him. That is an order from your prince. GO!”

      A sharp ringing resounded over and over through the four walls as the Wolves in the room drew weapons and began forming into their details. They were no less efficient under pressure than in drill, and in moments they were across the room and lined up in ranks before their talons.

      At an order from Theac, Liadin took his detail first, then Corrin’s went next. Halun’s came after.

      “I’ll be right behind you,” Cuinn promised Theac.

      The man’s scowl deepened. “What does that mean?”

      “I need to see my mother before we leave. She’s dying, and I can’t…” He cursed himself. “I need to say goodbye.”

      “Then my detail will come with you.”

      “No. I can hide in the shadows. You can’t. You need to get clear into the tunnels. Hopefully it will take some time for the Falcons to work out where you’ve gone. I’ll meet you in the main cavern down there. Jasper, go with him!”

      “If you think I’m letting you go alone—”

      “You don’t have a choice.” Cuinn wreathed his voice with magic. “Go, Theac.”

      He wavered, but an order was an order. In a sharp movement he turned and ushered his detail out the door, one warrior at a time, moving in a steady jog for the cavern entrance.

      And then, with a final look at Cuinn, Theac was gone too. Jasper followed with a hiss of displeasure.

      

      He moved on foot, hugging the shadows around the ground level buildings, making his way towards the sprawling corner of the palace where the royal quarters were.

      The night was quiet. Too quiet. Somewhere hundreds of Falcons were arming themselves, ready to kill. Elsewhere, those of the court had probably caught a hint of what was about to happen and were sticking to their rooms.

      Quiet was good. It made it easier for him to move around.

      By gathering the darkness around him and using glamour to darken his wings, he easily evaded the single Falcon keeping watch on the outer wall of his mother’s rooms. The window was unlocked, and all he had to do was wait, pressed against the wall, until the Falcon looked away. Then he was lifting the sill and furling his wings to clamber inside.

      The room he landed in was her sitting room, dark and empty, but orange light flickered from under the door of the bedroom. He took a deep breath, summoned his magic, and spread it out as far as he could, seeking the emotions of anyone else present.

      She was alone. Awake, but tired.

      The moment he stepped into the room, Sarana sat up against her pillows, fear flashing over her face and hitting him with her song magic. “Mithanis is coming for you. I couldn’t stop him, Cuinn. He knows you’re the Shadowhawk and he—”

      “I know.” He filled the room with calm. “The Wolves are already out of the palace, and I’m going to follow. But I couldn’t leave without saying goodbye.”

      For a long moment they stared at each other, betrayal and pain wreathing the space between them. All this time, her son had been the Shadowhawk. And she’d betrayed that knowledge to his brother.

      “He overheard me talking to Ravinire. I didn’t tell him,” she said eventually. “How could you, Cuinn?”

      He ignored her question. “When Mithanis told you he was going to have me killed, you didn’t stop him?”

      “I tried.” Her shoulders sagged then, his magic telling him everything he needed to know. She’d failed. Her strength was gone. Her ability to outmanoeuvre her son was gone too. He ached for her as much as he was hurt by her failure.

      “I became the Shadowhawk because our people needed help, and you wouldn’t give it to them.”

      Another silence fell. She didn’t understand. Probably never would.

      “I know who I am, Mother,” he said into the silence. “I know what blood my father carried—Acondor and Dumnorix both. I have a better claim to your throne than Mithanis, and I’m going to use it. I wanted you to know that. I’m going to do better than you did.”

      “You can’t defeat him, Cuinn.”

      He smiled. “I’m going to try anyway.”

      For a moment her old snappishness appeared on her face. “How are you going to do that by running?”

      “I’ll figure it out. A way to beat him without killing Falcons or Wolves. Without killing him, if I can help it.” Cuinn crossed to the bed. He’d been here too long already—he needed to leave before someone found him. He needed to get to his Wolves. “Goodbye, Mother.”

      Her hand came up to press against his jaw when he leaned down to kiss her cheek. “I do love you, Cuinn.” Her weakened song magic showing him the truth of her words. She’d loved him, but never been able to understand him. Never tried hard enough to. Part of her regretted it. But she’d loved the strength of her eldest son most, his power and similar outlook on the world.

      They stayed like that for a long moment. He tried to show her his love for her while holding back his disappointment and regret she’d never loved him as she could have. He showed her the strength of his purpose.

      Then he squeezed her hand and left.

      He took three steps across the sitting room beyond, only to have the main door open abruptly before him.

      Anrun Windsong stood there.

      “I thought I might find you here,” the man said. “Strongswoop’s warning reached you, I take it?”

      Cuinn readied his song magic, just in case. “What are you doing here?”

      Determination shone in the man’s sea-green eyes. “I want a Mithranar where you are king, Prince Cuinn.”

      Cuinn’s magic read sincerity in every note of Windsong’s voice. And not just sincerity, but respect. Admiration. A combination of emotions Cuinn had never experienced in his life before Talyn and the Wolves. There was no time for hesitation or doubt, so he simply trusted his magic. “We’re retreating down into the caverns.”

      “I know,” Anrun said. “And I can help.”

      “Then you’d best come with me.”

      

      Back outside, both men stilled at the sight of hundreds of Falcons lifting into the air above the palace, massing in the skies for several minutes before slowly moving off towards the Wolf barracks.

      “Stick close to me,” he told Windsong quickly. “I can keep us hidden.”

      No hesitation or questions from the older man. Just a nod.

      They moved on foot, shrouded in Cuinn’s shadows, hidden from anyone watching, until they reached the western edge of the palace grounds. Then he dropped the shadows, glamoured his wings to darkness, and looked at Windsong. “Now we fly. Fast.”

      “I can keep up, Your Highness.”

      It was the fastest he’d ever flown, using every downdraft he could find to drop him lower, plummeting through some sections of the mountains, guiding himself down towards Darmour. Sweat slicked his skin, weariness burned his muscles, but the rest of him delighted in the speed, the rush of air over his face.

      And Windsong kept up admirably, just as swift, just as strong, his darker wings keeping him as well-hidden as Cuinn’s glamoured ones.

      They almost landed right in the middle of them—a mass of Falcons gathered at the entrance to the mines from the coastal road.

      Shit. Mithanis had planned ahead—planned for the Wolves to try and escape through the mine tunnels. That meant the mine entry in Darmour was likely blocked with Falcons too.

      At the last moment they veered away, landing out of sight around a turn in the road.

      “Can you hide us well enough to sneak past all those Falcons?” Windsong murmured.

      “If you stick really close… like touching me close. And we move really slowly,” Cuinn said. There was no other choice. They had to get inside, warn the Wolves that an ambush was awaiting. “And keep a tight control on your emotions in case any of them have secondary song magic like you.”

      It took every bit of shadow magic he had to hide them both from sight, and even then, he pressed as hard back against the rock as he could, inching his way, slow shuffling step by slow shuffling step, along the edge of the road. Windsong pressed close, his shoulder and arm solid against Cuinn’s side. His emotions were impressively hidden; not even Cuinn could read them.

      Falcons were barely paces away from them. All one had to do was stretch out a wing, stumble sideways, and they would be discovered. And the shadows surrounding them couldn’t move too quickly or it would look odd… so he had to keep his movements painfully slow. His heart thudded in his chest, anxiety curling in his gut. He paused to focus his song magic and ensure the emotion stayed buried. The effort was draining.

      And then they were at the tunnel entrance. Slowly, painfully slowly, they edged their way inside, moving further away from the gathered Falcons.

      The moment they were out of sight, Cuinn dropped the shadows and he and Windsong ran.

      By the time they reached the main cavern at the base of the palace, sweat slicked his skin and breath rasped in his chest. Magical and physical exhaustion dragged at his bones.

      But none of that was any different to the myriad long nights he’d been the Shadowhawk. He had more to spare.

      The Wolves waited, watchful and focused. They straightened in relief when Cuinn appeared, and the talons came straight over to report.

      “What’s he doing here?” Theac barked at Windsong.

      “Helping,” Cuinn panted. “Listen, there are Falcons posted at the road entrance. Probably at the Darmour mine entrance too.”

      “The horses are gone as well, Your Highness,” Andres said. “Mithanis must have had them cleared out.”

      “He isn’t taking any chances,” Corrin said, calm despite the news that they were essentially trapped in the caverns.

      “We’ll have to make a stand here, Your Highness.” Theac was grim.

      “There’s another tunnel.” Anrun’s voice rang with confidence bolstered by song magic. All eyes turned to him. “One that leads through to the northern edge of the SkyReach. It’s narrow, so we’ll have to go on foot, but few people know of its existence. It will take a while for Mithanis to work out where we’ve gone.”

      “How do you know about it?” Cuinn asked, trying to push down the hope growing inside him at Windsong’s words. Despite the sincerity he was reading from Windsong, he was wary of another trap.

      “I’ve been assigned to the SkyReach flight for nearly thirty years, Prince Cuinn. It’s my responsibility to know about all accesses to the Summer Palace.”

      “We can’t just keep running without a plan, Your Highness.” Halun spoke firmly, arms crossed. He was unhappy.

      “If we stay here, then it becomes a fight between Wolves and Falcons,” Cuinn said. “Both will get hurt, die, and I can’t accept that. Those Falcons are following orders, and not all of them believe in Mithanis, or think like Mithanis. I am their prince too, Halun.”

      “We’re eventually going to have no choice, Your Highness,” Andres said. “Because they’re coming to kill us, and unlike you, they won’t have any hesitation about doing so.”

      Cuinn took a long breath, trying to steady his mind. Weariness tugged at him. “We’ll take Windsong’s tunnel, head north. If we get clear, we can head for Montagn. That’s where Azrilan fled—he might be able to help us.”

      “Or at least give us passage to the Twin Thrones,” Corrin added.

      All options. All possibilities.

      But he doubted Mithanis would make it that easy. The Falcons were going to keep chasing them until they caught up. And then the Wolves were going to have to fight.

      The best he could do was hold them off as long as possible. And maybe they could reach Montagn, if they moved fast enough, if Mithanis took long enough to figure out where they’d gone, if they could survive the journey without supplies or proper cold weather gear…

      Theac’s gaze was on his, as if the grizzled warrior knew exactly what he was thinking.

      “I suggest we take things one step at a time, Your Highness,” Windsong broke in. “Let’s take the tunnel north. It leads into larger caverns at the base of the SkyReach, and I have provisions stocked there in case of emergency. You and your Wolves will be able to rest and get some water and food. Then, with clearer heads, we can plot our next course.”

      The man sounded exactly like Talyn. Cuinn smiled suddenly. “I like the way you think, Windsong. All right. We go north to the Ice Plains.”

      Theac began rapping out orders and the Wolves moved moments later, one detail at a time, their talons in the lead. With one mighty beat of his wings, Windsong flew across the cavern and landed before one of the several tunnels leading away. He lifted a torch from the wall, then without a word, he furled his wings and broke into a run.

      The Wolves followed.
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      The manic energy that had filled Talyn once she’d made the decision to go back to Mithranar faded rapidly once they were on ships heading north. The ten-day journey, despite being helped by surprisingly strong winds, was interminable.

      Her gaze frequently swept the five Conmoran naval ships following in their wake, all outfitted for carrying Aimsir horses and mountain eagles. Two hundred Aimsir and six legions of SkyRiders. Five hundred elite warriors in total. She was going home with a powerful force at her back to win Cuinn his throne.

      If she got there in time.

      By the time they reached the eastern coast of the Ice Plains it would be nearing a month since Cuinn had arrived home. Factoring in the time it would have taken him to travel north to Darmour, two weeks at least would have passed. The Queencouncil session to formally nominate Sarana’s heir could already be over.

      “You can’t do anything about that. You’re moving as fast as you can,” Sari pointed out.

      “I should have done this sooner.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. But you’re on your way now.”

      Talyn tried to let Sari’s words reassure her, but the anxiousness building inside her made it hard to do anything but pace the deck in frustration.

      The ship’s bell began ringing then, a steady beat. Across the ocean around them, the other ships in the fleet echoed the ringing.

      Talyn scrambled across the deck, moving lithely over the rocking surface, joining Zamaril on the opposite deck, facing west.

      They were approaching the coast.

      

      Six SkyRider scouts lifted off open decks into the sky, tasked with ensuring there was nothing waiting for them along the isolated coastline. They reported back quickly, confirming it was safe to approach, to the great relief of everyone on board.

      The Aimsir were ferried ashore first, their restless and highly-strung horses making it a difficult task. More SkyRiders lifted into the air, swooping low overhead, screaming their pleasure in the icy breeze and freedom of flight. Talyn’s winged Wolves did the same, the humans keeping a watchful eye on her.

      Once they were all ashore, Tarcos and his Bearmen gathered together, snug in their bearskins and bushy beards. Ariar sent his Aimsir scouts inland to make sure there were no unwelcome surprises waiting.

      There wouldn’t be. Talyn was confident of it.

      The tallest peaks of the SkyReach were too cold, the air too thin, the winds too severe for Falcons to travel over them from Darmour or the Summer Palace. And they didn’t have scouts patrolling the northern areas of the mountains.

      Fools.

      “Swept says there’s nothing out there but ice and snow.” Ariar joined her in watching the Aimsir assemble themselves to ride, giving her the report from the SkyRider in command of the legions with them.

      “I’m not surprised,” she said. “Nobody lives out on the Ice Plains, or on the northern face of the SkyReach. Too inhospitable.”

      “It’s beautiful. Stark, but stunning,” he murmured.

      “And cold.” She smiled. “But yes, I completely agree.”

      “I’m beginning to see why you love it so much here.”

      Talyn made a face. “You might change your tune if you ever get the chance to go to the citadel. The air’s as thick as soup and you literally cannot escape the heat.”

      He chuckled.

      She sobered. “Are you sure about this?” She hadn’t yet had a chance to talk to him privately about her decision. Ariar had travelled on the ship carrying the Aimsir riders, Talyn on a different one with Tarcos and his Bearmen and her Wolves.

      His luminous blue eyes studied the dark landscape as he replied. “I like your plan. And even if it wasn’t about assuring our security by putting Cuinn on the throne… he’s one of us. He deserves our help.”

      “He does,” she agreed.

      A moment of comfortable silence fell between them, then Ariar gave her a teasing glance. “You didn’t just suggest this because it was strategically sound though, did you?”

      Talyn scowled at him. “Don’t be awful.”

      “I’m not trying to be.” He met her gaze. “I’m going to miss you, Cousin, with you living so far away.”

      “I’m going to miss you too.” She touched his arm. “Let’s hurry this along.”

      Tarcos walked across the snow to meet her the moment he saw her approach. He was tall and imposing with his bearskin over his broad shoulders. “What a fascinating place. What’s the plan, Tal?”

      “We’re going to have to leave you behind, I’m afraid.” She dug a map from her tunic, passed it to him. “Your horses won’t be able to keep up with the Aimsir. Follow that route and catch up as quick as you can.”

      He made a face. “I hate the idea of missing a fight. My boys will too.”

      “If everything goes as planned, there won’t be a fight.”

      “We’ll come after you as fast as we can,” he promised. “If there’s any trouble, we won’t be far off.”

      “I’ll see you in a few days.”

      “Count on it.” A fierce smile lit up his dark face.

      

      They sped west throughout the night without stopping, two hundred Aimsir riders at full racing gallop. The human Wolves rode double with riders on the strongest mounts. Those with wings were almost invisible in the night sky above them. Flying such a distance and so quickly would exhaust them, but they had heart and will and would manage.

      And higher again flew the six legions of SkyRiders, born for flying in these conditions.

      The WingGuard wasn’t going to stand a chance.

      Talyn’s hair and cloak flew back with the wind, and FireFlare’s speed sent familiar exhilaration coursing through her blood. Finally they were off the damned ships. For the first time in months there was something to do, some action to take, and she felt better than she had since Cuinn had left.

      Ariar and Greylord rode at her side—he didn’t have to say a word for her to know that he was enjoying this equally as much.

      They continued through the daylight hours, the Aimsir horses able to run and run and run, needing rest and water only when they stopped to camp the following night. Each time, the winged Wolves would drop from the sky, eat something, and then collapse into exhausted sleep.

      Late morning on the fifth day, the outline of the SkyReach grew closer to the south, the peaks lit by the orange glow of the setting sun. With the fading of daylight, so dropped the temperature.

      McTavish called a halt and the horses slowed, breath steaming, coats lathered. Talyn’s entire body was tense with anticipation. She stood high in the stirrups, gaze focused on the mountains. Zamaril appeared at FireFlare’s side, giving Talyn a quick nod.

      “How far from the coastal road?” Ariar asked.

      “It’s hard to tell for certain, but I think less than a half-day’s ride west,” she replied. “Zamaril?”

      He huffed a breath. “I’m a Dock City gutter rat, Captain. But that sounds right.”

      A handful of SkyRiders dropped out of the sky, circling lazily before landing on the snow nearby. Talyn, Zamaril, McTavish and Ariar waited patiently as Swept dismounted and crossed the snow towards them.

      “Orders?” he asked, saluting.

      “Send a few scouts in to see if there’s any activity around the coastal road or the mountains around the Summer Palace,” Talyn instructed. “Stay high if you can. I’d rather nobody spot you. Send some more northwest, towards the Causeway. I’d like to know if there are any Montagni lurking around.”

      Swept nodded and jogged back to his eagle. A short time later, individual SkyRiders broke free of the huddle above and shot westwards.

      “What’s the plan, Cousin?” Ariar asked.

      “Swept makes sure there are no surprises waiting for us, then we take the legions in and surround the Summer Palace, force the WingGuard out of the air.” They’d already discussed this, but as an experienced warrior, Ariar liked to go over it multiple times. Make sure there was no uncertainty.

      “While I take the Aimsir and hold the ground between the coastal road and the Causeway, make sure no Montagni surprises creep up on you from behind,” McTavish added. “You’ll leave a couple of SkyRiders with me in case I need to send a warning?”

      “I will.”

      Ariar glanced at her. “When the WingGuard are cowed, you and I have to lead the delegation in. Once fighting is off the table, it becomes a diplomatic representation from the Twin Thrones to the Acondor crown.”

      A smile teased at her mouth. “Our favourite thing in the world, Ariar. Diplomatic representations.”

      Ariar made a face. “I brought my nice tunic and everything.”

      Talyn laughed.

      “So what do we do now?” Zamaril asked.

      “Now we wait,” she murmured.
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      Cuinn decided that if he ever managed to become king of Mithranar, he would gift Anrun Windsong with riches, influence and whatever position in the WingGuard he wanted.

      Maybe he’d even make him a Queencouncil lord.

      After a full day and a half of running, before slowing to a swift walk and then finally stumbling along in complete exhaustion, Windsong led Cuinn and his Wolves out of the dark tunnels and into a wide cavern. Directly ahead an archway—which was dug into the rock—opened out on the bright white snow and whistling winds of the Ice Plains.

      “Dry food supplies are stored through there.” Windsong pointed to another tunnel leading off the main cavern. “Talon Skywing, your detail is in charge of gathering and distributing food. Talons Dariel and Arasan, take your details through that tunnel to the left where you’ll find blankets, enough for everyone. Talons Songdrift and Tye, please have your details get started on fires and collecting snow outside—we’ll boil it for water. Captain Parksin, apologies, but we’re going to need scouts back along that tunnel. Pick the freshest Wolves, get them something to eat and drink, then send them back down there. We’ll relieve them in three full-turn shifts. Any questions?”

      Six pairs of eyes turned to Cuinn. Windsong’s mouth opened, then closed, as he realised he’d just given orders to soldiers who weren’t his own.

      “Do it,” Cuinn said.

      The Wolves scrambled.

      Windsong looked at Cuinn. “Five full-turns of rest, then we move again. We can’t afford to linger longer than that. With your leave, I’ll assign some Wolves to packing enough supplies to get us to the Causeway.”

      “Do it. And I’ll help with packing supplies. I don’t need as much rest as the others.”

      

      Cuinn’s faint hope that Mithanis wouldn’t quickly figure out where they’d gone proved hopeless. The Wolves managed food, water and about three full-turns of sleep before the scouts Windsong had sent back along the tunnels came running out. He and a handful of others were just putting the finishing touches on filling satchels with basic food supplies. The scouts’ obvious agitation had Jasper leaping into the space in front of Cuinn and letting out a warning growl.

      “Quiet, Jasper,” Cuinn said sharply.

      “Your Highness, the Falcons are coming,” Leta warned. “They’ll be here inside a quarter-turn.”

      “Up and in your details! Now!” Theac bellowed without missing a beat. “Weapons ready.”

      “You’re certain you don’t want to stand and fight, Your Highness?” Windsong asked.

      Cuinn hesitated. “I’m sure. We make for the Causeway.”

      “Falcons can fly,” Theac barked. “They’ll be on us well before we get there.”

      “We only fight if we have to,” Cuinn insisted. Maybe they were further behind than Leta thought. Maybe there wouldn’t be many of them and they wouldn’t want to engage the well-armed Wolves. All probably useless hopes. It didn’t matter.

      He was going to try anyway.

      

      They marched out into the snow, turning northwest in the direction of the Causeway. Cuinn flew with the winged Wolves and Windsong, his wings stretching wide to catch the cold air, a food satchel hanging down his back. Below, the Wolves moved in a steady jog across the snow, getting clear of the cavern, holding loose formation.

      Any hope Cuinn had of outrunning the Falcons turned to ashes in his chest when he turned back and saw turquoise-clad figures streaming out of the cavern entrance and leaping into the sky to give chase.

      They’d been even closer than he thought.

      Below, Theac’s voice barked out and the marching Wolves came to a halt. More orders sounded and they shifted into a fighting formation, facing back towards the mountains. Exchanging a brief look with Windsong, Cuinn furled his wings and dropped out of the air to land beside Theac. Jasper immediately prowled over, green eyes flicking between Cuinn and what lay behind them.

      “Prince Cuinn, you need to fly on ahead with the winged Wolves,” Theac said “The rest of us will stay here to give you time to get clear. You make for the Causeway and—”

      “No.”

      “Your Highness, you can’t—”

      “I’m not leaving the human Wolves behind to die for me.” He spoke clearly and firmly, without emotion. “If it has to come to a fight, then I’m standing with you.”

      “That’s not fair.” Corrin strode over, breath steaming. “You are Mithranar’s prince. You’re the only one who can replace Mithanis. None of us can do that. You’re the one who says he’ll bring us a better Mithranar… dying here won’t do that, Your Highness.”

      The words pummelled into him, all the more painful for how true they were.

      “You promised us,” Liadin chimed in, eyes bright. “So save yourself. Please.”

      “I—”

      But shouts interrupted him. All the Wolves were staring at where hundreds of Falcons were pouring out of the mine entrance.

      Beside him, Corrin’s shoulders sagged and the light faded from Liadin’s eyes.

      “No!” Cuinn snarled at them. “We are not lost. You are Wolves. Each of you can fight ten times better than any Falcon coming towards us. And if I stay with you, use my magic, we can win.”

      Mithanis had left him no choice. He would have to help kill Falcons. The knowledge was a bitter pill to swallow, but he pushed aside his fear and his doubt and the knowledge of what this would do to his song magic and summoned every bit of resolve he had.

      “The prince is right. Wolves, arm yourselves!” Theac bellowed. “We fight.”

      Cuinn could only watch as the cloud of Falcons swarmed towards them. He could only sink into his magic, draw up everything he had, and ready it to sing for his life, to protect himself and his Wolves.

      They drew closer and closer, until the metal of their drawn swords flashed in the afternoon sun gleaming off the white snow.

      His brother might finally succeed in killing him.

      “Can you hear that?”

      Cuinn barely registered Liadin’s words, his entire focus on preparing his magic, readying to sing fear and confusion and dread. But then he caught Liadin’s own confusion, and that of the other talons gathered around him, sensing it growing stronger as it spread through the waiting Wolves.

      “Hear what?” he asked.

      Theac raised a hand. “Silence!” he bellowed.

      As one they stilled. Silence fell over the Ice Plains.

      Cuinn heard it then. A distant rumbling.

      Jasper snarled, body turning rigid. His green eyes flashed, but Cuinn didn’t sense anger or threat from his tawncat… instead it felt more like anticipation.

      Corrin frowned. “Is that an avalanche?”

      Cuinn glanced back at the oncoming Falcons. So close now. Then he shook his head. “No, it’s coming from the north.”

      The rumbling grew louder. Turned into something resembling thunder.

      Then the Wolves stopped being still and quiet. One of them spotted something on the north-eastern horizon and pointed excitedly. A black smudge. The source of the sound.

      Halun hazarded a guess. “The Montagni?”

      “Wrong direction. Whatever that is, it’s coming from the northeast,” Andres said.

      Cuinn spun back to the oncoming Falcons, barely moments away now, and then to the horizon.

      “It’s not an avalanche or the Montagni,” he breathed.

      “The Falcons are almost on us!” Lyra shouted a warning.

      But suddenly the Falcons were pulling up mid-flight, sharp eyes staring into the distance, shouts of alarm drifting through the sky.

      Cuinn stared, stared until his vision turned blurry and tears ran down his face.

      The thunder resolved into galloping hooves. Then the whoops and catcalls of Aimsir riders as they rode directly for the Wolves at blistering speed, snow flying in a cloud around them.

      Cuinn watched, awestruck, as the Aimsir barrelled towards them, whooping and screaming, their bows out and drawn, pointing up towards the Falcons.

      Two riders were in the lead, a copper mare and a big grey stallion. Two Dumnorix, sapphire and sky-blue eyes luminous as the stars.

      She’d come. And brought an army with her.

      And then the riders split apart, Ariar leading one half around to the east, Talyn the others to the west, until the Wolves were surrounded by Aimsir. They galloped in circles, in constant motion, never pulling up or slowing down.

      Making a moving target if any Falcons decided to attack.

      His brother’s warriors hung frozen in the sky, all one hundred of them. More began emerging from the tunnels, winging swiftly towards the frozen tableau.

      And then a loud screech sounded above the clouds.

      And another.

      And another.

      Until the screams were deafening. The Falcons stared as out of the clouds above them swooped SkyRiders, their great eagles’ talons extended in threat and warning. The Falcons froze into utter stillness as warning arrows fired into the space around them.

      The SkyRiders flew rings around the gathered Falcons, their eagles screaming in challenge, tighter and tighter until, utterly cowed, the Falcons began dropping to the ground. One by one, until every single Falcon was out of the sky and standing in the snow. Screams of triumph echoed through the sky as the eagles banked and flew back above the clouds.

      Cuinn began walking, pushing forward out of the pack of Wolves, heading towards the grounded Falcons. Jasper padded behind, looking suitably terrifying for anyone that might take it into their heads to make a move on Cuinn.

      The encircling stream of galloping Aimsir parted effortlessly to let him through and then two riders were approaching him. Talyn was just in front, FireFlare stepping lively under her, Ariar on a grey stallion at her side. Both were flushed, their excitement hitting him in a wash of exuberance.

      “Captain Dynan,” he drawled, coming to a halt, wondering if his eyes were glowing with the same joy as hers. She’d come back. He wasn’t sure if he could contain what he felt about that. “You’ve been busy.”

      Her gaze shot straight to him, sapphire darkening. Then she was off FireFlare and running for him. He caught her up in his arms, holding her close, not saying a word as they held each other for a long moment.

      Eventually she stepped back, and Cuinn gave her a little smile before walking over to greet Ariar. “Prince Ariar. Nice to see you.”

      “I did promise to come and visit sometime.” Ariar grinned, shaking his hand warmly. “I brought some friends. I hope that’s okay?”

      “It most certainly is.” Cuinn’s gaze shifted to the Falcons. It was hard to credit how suddenly and drastically the situation had reverted in their favour. Moments ago he’d been convinced he was about to die. And now… “Let’s go and accept their surrender, shall we?”

      Talyn took the lead as they headed towards the Falcons, strides long and sure, and he let her have it. If she’d truly come back, bringing the might of the Dumnorix behind her, then this moment belonged to her.

      After all, she was Ciantar.

      By the time they crossed the snow, Brightwing had barked enough orders that the Falcons had formed into almost neat lines behind him. They were terrified. Cuinn could feel the waves of it beating at him, and tried not to wince.

      They thought they were about to die.

      “Go easy,” he murmured to Talyn. “They’re frightened.”

      She glanced back at him, realisation that he was going to let her handle this flashing over her face. Those sapphire eyes brightened, then her attention shifted back to Brightwing. “He’s not.”

      No, he wasn’t. He stood, scowling with frustrated anger. It practically vibrated from him.

      “You’re beaten, Brightwing,” Talyn said as they came to a halt, Cuinn and Ariar on either side of her.

      “You’re invading us!” he hissed, his anger white-hot. “Traitor!”

      “You want to talk about playing fair?” Cuinn asked, using magic so that his voice rang out over the plains. “Who tried to kill me before I could attend the formal Queencouncil to name an heir?”

      “Prince Mithanis is heir to the throne. It has always been so.” Brightwing’s eyes narrowed. He glanced at Jasper, then back at Cuinn.

      “Not anymore.” Talyn lifted her gaze from Brightwing, ran it over the assembled Falcons. “I am Ciantar. Who here is loyal to my father’s family? To me?”

      For a long moment there was silence.

      Then wings rustled as a Falcon close to the back began pushing forward through the ranks until he emerged to stand before Talyn. Astonishment swept through Cuinn at recognising Ravinire’s second, Firas Grasswing, his emerald wings bright against the stark white snow.

      “Ciantar!” He saluted.

      Hundreds of pairs of eyes watched as Talyn nodded to him, then Grasswing walked past her and went to stand with the Wolves lined up behind them. Another heartbeat, then Darian Strongswoop stepped forward, striding over to stop, salute Talyn, then continue past to stand with Grasswing.

      Strongswoop’s decision broke the dam. Within the space of heartbeats multiple Falcons were breaking ranks and moving to join the Wolves. Not many. But enough to make a point.

      Brightwing stood and watched it unfold before him, hatred written all over his face.

      “I’m not going to kill any of you,” Talyn said once everyone had stopped moving. “That’s not how Prince Cuinn does things. You’re free to go.”

      They didn’t believe her. He could feel the doubt seeping through the cold air. So Cuinn stepped forward, filling his voice with magic. “You are free to go. I am not my brother.”

      Wings rustled. One Falcon took several steps back and lifted into the air. When nothing happened to him, others followed. Soon they were all gone, winging their way back to the mine entrance and the dubious safety of Mithanis.

      

      While Talyn and Ariar sent SkyRiders and Aimsir out to ensure nobody approached the mine entrance, Cuinn and the Wolves, along with the newly loyal Falcons, headed back into the disused mines.

      It was chaos for over a full-turn as Aimsir found somewhere for their horses and SkyRiders trickled in after ensuring their eagles were settled in roosts in the lower slopes of the mountain above. Once again, Cuinn found himself promising Anrun Windsong whatever he wanted once this was all over. The supplies he’d had stored away, not to mention the upkeep of the unused mine caverns, meant there was space for everyone.

      Cuinn came from checking the Wolves were sorted—even Jasper had finally settled to sleep—and returned to the main cavern in search of Talyn and Ariar. Tiredness tugged insistently at him, but Mithanis would soon be receiving a firsthand report about what had happened from the Falcons they let go, and they needed to decide what to do next. Rest could come later.

      The two Dumnorix were on the opposite side of the cavern, speaking with a small group of men and women whom Cuinn presumed were the Aimsir and SkyRider captains, along with Theac. Ariar caught sight of him first.

      Oddly, the Dumnorix prince straightened his tunic, adjusted his swordbelt, then took off his Aimsir slouch hat and ran a hand through his hair to tidy it. Beside him, Talyn caught what he was doing, spotted Cuinn approaching across the cavern, and turned red. If Cuinn had been sitting on a chair, he would have fallen off it. As it was, his steps slowed. He could count on half a hand how many times he’d seen Talyn flush.

      “Ariar, we don’t need to do this now,” she said, her words drifting to him on the breeze coming from the cavern opening. Outside the sun was setting over the snow, a wondrous sight.

      “Yes we do. Come on.” Seemingly satisfied that he looked neat and tidy, Ariar strode across the cavern to meet Cuinn halfway. Talyn, waves of mortification flooding from her, reluctantly followed in his footsteps.

      What was going on?

      As if sensing something important was about to happen, those in the cavern cleared the centre space, moving back to line the walls. There were Aimsir, SkyRiders, the Wolves of his detail, all of her talons. Footsteps sounded as more Wolves filed in—either woken up or not fallen asleep yet, sensing that something was up.

      Then suddenly it was just Cuinn and Ariar, meeting in the centre of the open space, Talyn a step behind her cousin. The attention of the room was a weight on his shoulders, all that interest and curiosity focused on them. And he didn’t even know why.

      Cuinn opened his mouth to ask what the hell was going on when Ariar cleared his throat, taking on a serious expression that was almost entirely undermined by the twinkle in his blue eyes. He glanced at Talyn—she couldn’t meet his gaze.

      “Prince Cuinn Acondor.” Ariar spoke clear and firm. “The Twin Thrones offers you a formal alliance. We will provide whatever military or other support you need to see that you take the throne of Mithranar. If it comes to it, we will fight for you. Consider our assistance earlier a gesture of goodwill.”

      “And in return?” Cuinn asked, because such offers never came without strings.

      “You marry Talyn Dumnorix.” Ariar paused, eyes glinting. “One of us will be your queen.”

      His eyes had turned to Talyn before Ariar had even stopped speaking. She was looking at him with that cool calm of hers, the one she wore to hide her stronger emotions. The cavern around them had gone deathly silent. He was astonished none of them could hear his heart thudding. Could it be…?

      “It has to be her choice, Ariar,” he said softly. “Always her choice.”

      Ariar cleared his throat in a way that sounded suspiciously like he was stifling a laugh. “It was her idea, Cuinn.”

      His breath caught. She smiled at him then, gave a little nod. “It was.”

      For a moment he wasn’t sure he’d heard right. But her gaze was steady on his. She was giving him her hand and the might of her family’s army in one fell swoop. He swore to himself then and there that he would work the rest of his life to deserve it. To deserve her and the happiness she gave him.

      “Then I accept your offer of formal alliance, Prince Ariar.” Cuinn somehow mustered the ability to sound firm and formal—his first act as future king of Mithranar. “Put me on the throne, and I will marry Talyn and swear to support and fight for the Twin Thrones if called upon.”

      A grin spread across Ariar’s face, breaking his serious demeanour. He stuck out his hand to shake Cuinn’s enthusiastically. “Welcome to the family. Now, we have some pressing matters to discuss. Not the least of which is that your brother is soon going to find out what happened to the feathered idiots calling themselves soldiers he sent after you.”

      “Agreed. Plus, you did just promise to help me with the throne.” Cuinn waved over Theac and the talons, all hovering nearby and wearing expressions ranging from astonished to burgeoning hope. As they approached, a disturbance sounded at the main entrance. SkyRiders and Aimsir peeled away to welcome the new arrivals.

      In that moment, Cuinn didn’t particularly care if they were invading Montagni. Taking advantage of the momentary distraction, he spun to Talyn, taking her hand and tugging her to him. “Are you sure?”

      Her blue eyes were aflame as she looked at him. “I am.”

      “And Sari’s okay with you marrying a dissolute third prince from Mithranar?”

      “Are you kidding me? She’s practically doing cartwheels in my head right now,” Talyn grumbled. “It’s extremely annoying.”

      He was going to kiss her. There was absolutely no way he could stand there with her looking at him like that any longer and not kiss her senseless, the cavern full of people be damned. Her gaze darkened as she read his intent, but right at that moment, Theac cleared his throat very loudly.

      “What?” Cuinn snapped.

      “Your Highness.” Tarcos Hadvezer stood there, intimidatingly tall and muscular in his bearskin and dark plaited hair. More bodies had filled the room, these men even more hulking than Tarcos.

      Firthlander Bearmen.

      “Welcome to Mithranar, Prince Hadvezer.” Cuinn offered his hand, did his best not to tighten the grip when he felt the man’s intense dislike for him. So he’d come for Talyn then, and not because of the alliance.

      “Ariar was right, we need to discuss what comes next,” Talyn interjected. “Talons, Ariar, Tarcos, let’s find a space.”

      

      This was his country and he wanted to be its king, so rather than let the intimidatingly competent leaders around him begin the discussion, Cuinn spoke before any of them could. “The immediate issue for us to address is what to do about the pursuit Mithanis will no doubt send after us once he learns what happened. Then we need to decide how we go about putting me on the throne without starting a war. I won’t have innocent Mithranans killed.”

      “I’ve already sent Wolf scouts into the tunnels,” Windsong said.

      “You ordered my Wolves?” Talyn asked coolly.

      “I did.” Not a shred of remorse on his face.

      “We’ve also sent SkyRider scouts over the SkyReach to keep an eye on the palace.” Ariar’s mouth twitched. “We’ll be warned if Mithanis makes a move.”

      “They might attack,” Cuinn said. “Mithanis controls close to two thousand Falcons and he’s an angry man who doesn’t always see reason.”

      “I don’t mean to be picky, but doesn’t your mother still control the army?” Talyn asked. “Surely we just have to make her see reason and nominate you as heir.”

      A heavy silence fell. Windsong looked down, wings sagging. Cuinn met her eyes. “Mother is ill. She won’t live much longer, and she has little power or influence left.”

      Shock rippled over her face, and she reached out to touch his hand. “Cuinn, I’m sorry.”

      “We have time.” Windsong cleared his throat. “Mithanis will have to summon more Falcons from the citadel if he wants to fight your Aimsir and SkyRiders.”

      “I want to resolve the situation sooner.” Cuinn shook his head. “Before Mithanis gets so angry he thinks his Falcons can defeat SkyRiders.”

      Talyn, who’d half been paying attention and half frowning in thought, spoke up then. “I have a plan to do that.”

      Cuinn couldn’t help his smile. “Just like that?”

      “Of course just like that.” She gave him a look. “Don’t you know me at all?”

      “Do tell, Cousin,” Ariar drawled. He leaned back in his chair, legs up on the table, despite the formal war council taking place.

      “I’ll challenge Mithanis to a duel on Cuinn’s behalf. That will end this, once and for all, without anyone else getting hurt.”

      “No!” Theac shook his head.

      “You’ve just come home, we can’t lose you again!” Corrin protested.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea, Tal?” This from Tarcos.

      She raised her hands as they all spoke simultaneously. “I do thank you all for your great faith in my abilities.”

      “I know you can take him.” Cuinn spoke. He worried for her, but he knew Talyn inside out, and he knew his brother too. “But I’m not sure if it’s the best approach. Can I demand that the lords follow me as king if I can’t fight my own battles?”

      “I’m not just anyone. I’m your Ciantar,” she pointed out. “And the only other way to do it is by force, using the Aimsir and SkyRiders. And that means good soldiers dying on both sides. Neither of us want that.”

      He nodded, looking at nobody but her. “Then we do it your way.”

      “Ciantar.” A smile broke out on Theac’s weathered face. “Remember our first drill session, when you told me if I beat you, I could have command of the Wolves?”

      “I remember,” Talyn said.

      “I thought I would take a strip of a girl like you in under ten seconds.”

      “I remember that too,” she said dryly.

      “That’s the day I learned never to underestimate you, lass.” He smiled. “You can take him.”

      “Windsong, we’ll send you to Prince Mithanis to deliver the challenge,” Cuinn said. “If Mithanis refuses, you can enlighten him regarding the two hundred Aimsir and six legions of SkyRiders camped on his doorstep.”

      “And warn him that we can get more where they came from if he decides to push the point.” Ariar smiled.

      “A week from today, at the alleya stadium in the citadel,” Talyn said. “I want all of the noble families there to witness. And the humans from Dock City too.”

      “That’s too soon,” Tarcos said. “Tal, you need to get some rest.”

      She waved him off, not noticing how his face darkened at her dismissive gesture. “First we wait for Mithanis’s response. If he agrees, we’ll head to Darmour immediately, get the Wolves and Falcons on ships south.”

      Ariar sat up, legs sliding off the table. “I’ll remain here with the Aimsir and SkyRiders. We’ll send two SkyRiders with you to the citadel, the rest will nest up in the SkyReach. They can be at your side in the citadel inside a day if needed. The Aimsir can protect your rear in case Montagn tries anything—like venturing across the Causeway.”

      Cuinn rose, smiled at the room and infused his words with confidence. “Let’s get to it.”

      

      Within a quarter-turn, Cuinn found himself alone with his newly-betrothed in a small cavern that had its own door and tiny fire. An old mine-overseers office, he presumed. Or maybe it had even been the man’s sleeping quarters—after all, anyone working a mine this far north wouldn’t exactly be able to go home to Darmour for the night.

      Great, he was so tired his mind was starting to wander.

      He closed the door behind him and leant against it, half of him wondering if at some point during the day he’d wandered into a dream.

      But then a soft smile lit up her face as she looked at him, and he knew it was real. Tears welled in her eyes, and he no longer tried to hold himself back from her. She went straight into his open arms.

      “You have no idea how much I missed you,” he murmured into her hair, crushing her to him so tightly it must’ve been almost painful, but she didn’t complain. “You came back.”

      “I came home,” she whispered. “I promised you I’d find a way.”

      “Are you sure about marrying me? You’re not just doing it because you think it’s what’s best for me, or the Twin Thrones?” He stepped away and framed her face in his hands. “I want you to be happy. I don’t care about anything else. We can find another way to make an alliance work.”

      “What about you?” She pushed gently on his chest, breath huffing in a laugh. “I’m the one that sprung this on you. Do you want to marry?”

      “Talyn, I…” His throat closed over and it was a long moment before he could get any words out at all. “You have no idea.”

      All his life spent alone. Nobody to trust. Nobody who loved him enough to protect him or put him first. Then, to have the only person willing to love him like that murdered. He simply couldn’t put into words how it felt to know that Talyn Dynan wanted to marry him.

      “I feel the same,” she whispered fiercely, pressing her forehead to his. “I swear it, I do. I want to marry you.”

      Then he was surrounding her with his arms and wings and they were laughing and crying, refusing to let go.

      After a long moment, he took a breath and stepped back, a stupid grin on his face. “Well then, future wife, we’d best go out there and organise a trip to the citadel.”
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      Talyn walked out onto the green grass of the alleya stadium. A hot sun lit up the morning, a sheen of sweat already slicking her skin.

      She wore the grey breeches and sleeveless vest of the Wolves, their new sigil gleaming emerald over her chest. Mithanis’s weapon of choice was a sword and so today she wore one too. It hung between her shoulders, Sari’s daggers nestled at the small of her back.

      Around her the stadium was rapidly filling.

      News of the duel, of Cuinn’s alliance with the Twin Thrones, that SkyRiders and Aimsir were encamped on their northern border, had spread through Dock City like wildfire. When their ship had docked two days earlier, there had been literal crowds on the streets waiting to greet them.

      The humans were excited.

      Talyn Dynan was back and had claimed her place as Ciantar. The youngest prince had revealed himself as Shadowhawk and claimant for the throne. A foreign power was backing them both.

      But there was worry too. Cuinn had sensed it, and told her of their fear. News had also spread that the queen was dying. Her health had worsened, Cuinn suspected after learning what had happened, and the healers had insisted she remain behind at the Summer Palace, that her health was too fragile for travel. It hurt him, leaving her behind, but he was resolute.

      A duel with Mithanis was the one way to ensure nobody else died in a fight over the crown. But it also meant that if Talyn lost, she would likely be dead, and Cuinn soon after. Mithanis would take the throne unassailed.

      And nobody had any doubts he would punish those who supported Cuinn.

      The stadium had started filling up from early morning, even though the duel was set for midday. The humans sat in the western side of the stands, crammed into the tiers of seating, far outnumbering the winged folk seated in the eastern side or hovering in the sky above.

      The Wolves lined the western arena wall, along with Strongswoop and some of the Falcons that had broken ranks to join the Ciantar. Windsong had volunteered to remain in the SkyReach with Grasswing and the rest to keep an eye on the queen.

      Tarcos had wanted to be there, but Talyn had asked him to remain in the Summer Palace with his Bearmen. If the fight didn’t go the way she hoped, well… she liked the idea of a unit of fierce Bearman covering their backs if they needed to flee north.

      Falcons loyal to Mithanis lined the opposite wall. Ravinire stood with neither party, alone at the top of the field.

      In stark contrast to the alleya game the Wolves had won, the crowd was silent. Human and winged folk alike would be heavily affected by the outcome of this fight. There was no enjoyment here, only unease, fear and faint hope.

      For the humans, if Mithanis won, their lives would only become worse. For the winged folk, if Talyn won, their futures and elevated position in Mithranan society were thrown in doubt. Cuinn as a ruler was an unknown quantity. They knew him only as the indolent, playboy prince. If she won today, he had a lot of work ahead of him correcting those beliefs.

      She had no doubts he would succeed.

      Calm, confident as always before a fight, she walked to the centre of the field and stopped to wait. A tiny breeze kicked up, pleasurably cool as it skimmed across her heated skin. She breathed deeply, glad beyond words to be breathing Mithranan air once again.

      A murmur rippled through the human crowd. Curious, for Mithanis would not make his appearance for another few minutes, she turned. The whisper of sound spread through the tiered seating like a wave, until even the winged folk rustled in surprise.

      Looking at the Wolves, Talyn saw that they were all looking upwards. She followed their gaze, her breath catching in her throat.

      Cuinn spiralled down from the sky toward her. His silver-white wings shone brilliantly in the sun, and his golden hair was framed in its light. His emerald eyes held hers as he walked the few paces towards her, then offered her his hand.

      She took the hand, shook it. Then raised her fist to clench over her heart. He did the same. A formal acknowledgement between an heir to the throne and his Ciantar. An audible gasp swept through the stadium.

      “Burn bright and true,” he murmured.

      She smiled. “Burn bright and true.”

      Cuinn stepped slowly backwards, eyes never leaving hers. Then, he spread his wings and leapt into the air. The human crowd cheered him as he returned to land beside the Wolf talons.

      The winged folk were silent.

      With that, Mithanis walked out into the stadium. He came with long, measured strides, ebony wings held stiff behind him. His aura screamed with magic that he made no attempt to hide and his eyes were alive with menace and a confidence that rivalled Talyn’s. Neither of them doubted who was going to win this fight.

      One of them was going to be wrong.

      Talyn stood calmly as he approached. She didn’t doubt her abilities, would never doubt them again after Mithranar and the Wolves had taught her how to heal, but this adversary would be the sternest test she’d ever faced as a warrior.

      “You’re going to own him. And not just because you’re the best fighter I’ve ever seen. He underestimates you, he always has, and it’s going to be a fatal weakness.”

      A smile curled at her mouth. “Thanks, Sari.”

      “Let’s make the terms of today’s duel clear.” Mithanis spoke loud and clear, his voice carrying at least as far as the Wolves and Falcons lining the stadium. It was hard to tell how he felt, but there was anger and frustration there, burning under his façade. He must hate that his youngest brother had challenged him, that he hadn’t seen it coming, that he was now facing a Twin Thrones military force that his WingGuard could not match. That he’d been left with no choice but this duel.

      “A good idea,” she said, simply.

      “I am here to kill you,” he said. “And when you are dead, I will kill your Wolves and my brother, and I will be king of Mithranar.”

      “And when I win, you will be arrested and Prince Cuinn will take the throne of Mithranar,” she said coolly.

      Mithanis’s eyes narrowed. “Arrogance isn’t going to help you. You will die just as quickly as your grandfather.”

      “Then let’s get to it, shall we?”

      Mithanis stepped back as Brightwing approached—the duel’s referee.

      Brightwing held his hand high, a small cotton flag fluttering in the breeze. “When I drop this flag, the fight begins.”

      Talyn focused her entire attention on Mithanis. She calmed her breathing and her thoughts. The menace seeping from him was as palpable as the thick humidity of the air. But Sari was also right. He was facing an opponent he didn’t fully understand, his winged folk arrogance making him incapable of seeing her for what she was.

      The prince of night attacked the moment Brightwing let go of the flag. He lashed out with his song magic, wrapping her in the darkest of emotions, despair and failure, using them to squeeze and crush her.

      For a moment he had her.

      She hadn’t expected such a quick magical attack. But then, cold fury swept through her. A deep, focused breath, and she ignored his magic, using the cool self-control she’d mastered years ago to focus on the fight rather than on what she was feeling.

      Then she raised her hands and sent two sapphire energy bolts right at him. He only barely avoided them by leaping into the air, his song magic cutting off as his focus collapsed. The drain on her magic was instant and noticeable. She wouldn’t be able to do much more of that.

      It didn’t matter. She smiled. Cuinn had told her Mithanis didn’t have the level of skill necessary to use multiple magics concurrently. He came at her a second later, snarling, drawing his sword with a loud ring of steel.

      Good. That was the kind of fight she wanted.

      Talyn drew her sword and countered Mithanis’s downward strike with ease. Using his momentum against him, she danced sideways and swung at his head. He dodged aside and thrust upwards. She brushed the thrust aside and went for his head again.

      He twisted away, dropping low to the ground, wings flared for balance. She ran at him, wanting to keep him engaged in the physical fight, prevent him from gathering the focus needed to throw magic at her again.

      They fought without respite, feet moving in a blur over the grass, blades clanging together over and over. Mithanis was a skilled fighter but he also used small bursts of magic to assist him. More than once, Talyn almost cut through his guard, only to slip at the last moment as a flare of his song magic would shift her focus just enough to send her strike off target.

      She didn’t back away, not for one second, not even for a breath. Their swords slammed over and over and over, feet dancing, ducking and rolling whenever he leapt into the air or flew at her. Sweat slicked her skin, dripped from her hair and the hilt of her sword.

      Mithanis was a match for her. His skill was superb, his strength and conditioning equal to hers. And he had wings to aid him, not to mention his magic. Talyn gritted her teeth and kept going.

      They went back and forth for what began to feel like an eternity. Their focus was entirely on each other, and everything around her faded, everything but those dark eyes and the hunger to defeat her written all over his handsome face.

      And then, after a furious flurry of clashing blades, they broke off, a tacit agreement for a breather. She was reluctant to concede the need for a break, but the air burned in her lungs and her sword arm was beginning to tremble. His blows were powerful, delivered with the superior power of the flight muscles in his shoulders, and countering them had drained the strength in her arms.

      Around them the stadium was utterly silent. Even through her focus she’d noted the quiet. Not a single cheer. No cries of support. It was like the entire population was holding its breath on the outcome of this fight.

      Which they probably were.

      Taking deep, gulping breaths, Talyn tossed the sword away and drew both her daggers. These were lighter, smaller, and they were her weapon of choice. Her heart thudded in her chest, and the familiar burn of effort sang in her bones and muscles, sweat slicking her skin—this was what she lived for.

      “Talyn, I have an idea.”

      Talyn heard Sari out, then drew another deep breath. Mithanis shifted. He was about to attack again. “That’s risky.”

      “When was anything we ever did not risky?”

      “You make a good point.”

      Talyn and Mithanis both moved at the same time, meeting in the middle with a renewed clashing of blades. Talyn deflected his thrust with a dagger, shoved it aside, then slashed her other dagger at his throat. His wings flared and he leaned away, the blade sliding harmlessly through the air.

      When he came at her again, she forced herself to be a step slower, reduced the intensity of her attacks. Nothing too obvious or overt. She just wanted to give him a bit of confidence, let him settle into the fight, feel like he had the upper hand. So then he could…

      It happened slowly. His dark eyes gleamed when she stumbled slightly, when one of his thrusts sliced a shallow gash in her left arm after she was too slow to get fully out of the way. It stung. She ignored it.

      Then he used his magic again. Stepping back with a flare of his wings, thinking her tiring too quickly to come at him, he opened his mouth and roared, the sound infused with the full depth of his magic.

      She cried out as it hit her, enveloping her in an onrushing wave that she was helpless to resist. It left her body vulnerable, and he took full advantage, leaping for her, thrusting his sword straight at her heart.

      Gathering every bit of magic she had, Talyn lifted a hand and erected her shield. The sapphire light glimmered brightly, crackling and hissing. He backed off, switching to using his magic to attack her mind, her spirit. His voice sang, deep and powerful.

      Which was what Sari had wanted.

      With an effort, Talyn relaxed her self-control and allowed him in. She sensed his surprise, then his triumph as he barrelled through her emotions, exploding through her with fear and doubt and despair.

      Until his magic hit Sari, surging through Talyn’s mind to slam into him.

      And then, for the first time in three years, Talyn and Sari were back together, fighting side by side with their Callanan magic, seamless and ruthless.

      And invincible.

      Mithanis screamed. His powerful roar turned into a thing of shock and infuriated puzzlement.

      Sari and Talyn entangled his magic with theirs, chasing him out of her emotions and throwing them back at him like a mirror. He cried out and staggered backwards. Talyn’s eyes snapped open. Mithanis’s hair was plastered to his head with sweat and his wings were limp at his sides. He was looking at her with stunned horror.

      She dropped her shield. Stood before him knowing the balance of the fight had just tipped her way.

      And in the background now there was a steady roar. The crowd she’d completely forgotten about. They began chanting her name in a steady, thumping rhythm.

      The humans of Dock City screaming for their Wolf captain. Their Ciantar.

      Buoyed by the crowd and Sari still with her, she lifted her daggers and went for the prince of night, a blur of blades, sabai and cold, deadly purpose.

      Mithanis fought back bitterly, but his magic was depleted and Talyn the superior fighter. In the end, her right dagger curled around his blade, sending it flying with a sharp twist of her wrist, and then her left dagger was slashing in, turning at the last moment to slam hilt-first into the side of his head.

      Mithanis swayed, blinking, then crumpled to the ground and lay there, stunned. Talyn crouched over him and placed Sari’s dagger at his throat, pressing it in enough so that a trickle of red ran down to the grass. For a long moment, she crouched there, muscles trembling as she fought not to drive it home.

      A better Mithranar. That’s what she and Cuinn would build. And it didn’t begin with death.

      “Do you concede?”

      He didn’t want to die. He was furious and cowed and beaten, but he didn’t want to die. So the prince of night nodded once, his dark eyes sliding away from her face, unable to look her in the eye.

      “Thanks, partner.”

      “Anytime.”

      She stood up, stepped away, and lifted both arms into the air, claiming victory as the roar of the crowd swept around her.

      Finally, it was over.
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      Exhaustion was setting in, the adrenalin of the fight fading, as Theac and her talons came over to escort Talyn off the field. Strongswoop and several Falcons went straight to Mithanis, binding his wrists firmly and dragging him to his feet. Ravinire had vanished.

      “Ciantar, what do you want us to do with him?” Strongswoop flew over to ask.

      “Lock him up, and make sure he can’t use his magic on the guards to escape. Have them wear something to block their hearing when they’re outside his door,” she said. “It will be up to Cuinn to decide what to do with him.”

      “Ciantar!” Strongswoop saluted sharply, then turned to relay her orders to his men.

      She swept her gaze over the stadium, looking for Cuinn, finding him landing amongst the winged folk, where the Queencouncil families had their viewing platforms.

      Good.

      “You’ll let Jystar take a look at you at once, Ciantar.” Theac’s barking voice caught her attention, brooking no refusal.

      She acquiesced. Mithanis hadn’t landed any crippling blows, but she had numerous gashes that were bleeding and sore and it would be wise to get that dealt with before she keeled over from blood loss.

      “Bring him to my quarters.” She mustered a smile.

      With Theac and Zamaril at each side, and Lyra, Liadin, Halun, Andres and Corrin encircling her completely, they walked to her old quarters in the Wolves barracks. It was a slow trip. While she refused to lean on any of them, the wounds and exhaustion had her almost stumbling by the time they reached her front door.

      Afternoon sun flooded her room with heat and light, Zamaril carefully checking the space to ensure it was safe as she dropped onto the edge of her bed before her legs gave out completely. Theac went to open the glass balcony door in an effort to ease some of the stuffiness in the room.

      By the time Zamaril assured himself the area was safe, Halun appeared at the top of the spiral staircase, a steaming mug in his hand. Jystar was a step behind, carrying his healing bag. Halun handed the mug to her with a little smile. “This will help.”

      Talyn sipped the liquid, which turned out to be kahvi. The drink left a trail of warmth down to her stomach, and gave her a renewed jolt of energy.

      “Halun, I love you,” she breathed, closing her eyes in bliss.

      Theac hovered like a mother hen. “Are there any wounds we need to worry about?”

      “I’m fine, Theac, just a few scratches and bruises. Nothing life threatening.”

      Jystar gave her a brief smile then got to work. Once he was done cleaning and bandaging her cuts, he knelt at her feet, eyes closed, palm on her knee, and used his magic on her. By the time he stood up, she felt almost normal again. “Thank you, Jystar, you’re wonderful.”

      “Ciantar.” He nodded tersely, but a little smile hovered on his face. “You’ll let me know if any of those cuts turn more painful than they should, or don’t look like they’re healing properly?”

      “I will,” she promised him.

      “There you are.” A musical voice came from the doorway. All of them turned as Cuinn walked in. He looked tired too, like he’d been using his magic, but his face was relaxed, calm.

      “How did you go with the lords?” she asked, coming to her feet.

      He let out a sigh. “They are severely unhappy. But most of that stems from fear. They don’t know how to deal with a world where Mithanis is gone and I’m potentially their next king.”

      “Potentially?” She lifted an eyebrow.

      “Mother is still alive, as is Azrilan. It’s not a guarantee they’ll choose me as heir,” Cuinn pointed out. “They don’t like that I have the backing of a foreign kingdom, nor that I spent most of my life convincing them that I was worthless. And it makes them extremely uneasy that I was the Shadowhawk, though I’ve been at pains to point out that I never willingly hurt a Falcon. I will need to prove myself. It will be the same for you, I fear, despite Ravinire willingly handing over the reins of the WingGuard.”

      Theac looked astonished. “He did?”

      Cuinn nodded. “He left the orders with one of his flight-leaders and then disappeared.”

      “The Ciantar has truly returned,” Halun’s eyes were bright.

      “Can’t the Dumnorix insist Azrilan stands down too?” Theac asked.

      “We could,” Talyn offered. “Ariar is still here.”

      “No. I’d like to have as much legitimacy as I can. I need to beat Azrilan, if he wants to be heir, in front of the Queencouncil.” Cuinn was firm. “Now that Mithanis is dealt with, we need to take the throne without any further interference from outside.”

      She shrugged, wincing as the stitched wound on her arm pulled. “I have no doubt they’ll eventually choose you. Azrilan was always in Mithanis’ shadow, as terrified of him as everyone else.”

      “We should send Ariar home too. Being chosen over Azrilan won’t mean anything if two hundred Aimsir and six legions of SkyRiders are shadowing the whole thing,” Cuinn added.

      She nodded slowly. Cuinn was right, and Ariar was needed back in the Twin Thrones. “I’ll send the SkyRider scout back to Ariar and Tarcos tonight. Let them know we won, and they should leave it to us from here.”

      He studied her a moment, green eyes steady on hers. “Wolves, give us the room please.”

      Theac straightened with alacrity before moving to the door. When Jystar and Halun did not instantly follow, he barked at them to hurry up. Their boots thudded on the iron stairs and then Theac’s voice drifted up from below, banishing everyone from her quarters and ordering Halun’s detail to take up Cuinn’s guard shift.

      Zamaril’s voice sounded then—presumably arguing he would need to ensure Talyn was guarded properly—and the two men’s voices murmured back and forth until the front door closed behind them.

      “Are you hurt?” Cuinn’s eyes were soft with worry as he crossed to stand before her.

      “Just a few scratches.” She smiled, leaning forward to press her forehead against his chest. “I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure?” Worry hit her then, his worry. For her. He hadn’t even made a murmur of complaint when she’d suggested fighting Mithanis, yet he knew his brother’s strength and power better than anyone alive. He’d had faith in her, as always, to make her own choices. To win her battles. And he’d hidden his worry, to prevent it being a burden on her.

      “Cuinn,” she whispered, reaching up to frame his face with her hands. “I love you. I’m sorry I’ve never said it before. You deserve better than that. Better than my fear.”

      “You didn’t need to say it.” He gently pulled her into his arms.

      “I still should have said it. I love you. With everything I am.”

      He smiled. “I’m glad you’re home, Talyn Ciantar.”

      And then he kissed her.
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      The following day, Talyn convened the WingGuard leaders, calling upon the title of Ciantar to get all the captains and flight-leaders into the Falcon’s war room.

      Right now, Cuinn’s first priority was winning the lords, being named heir and establishing firm leadership. Hers was winning the WingGuard and preparing them for a Montagni invasion.

      The fact they showed up was promising.

      Still, the majority of Ravinire’s flight-leaders and captains had never liked Talyn, and that hadn’t changed despite the previous day’s events. And until Cuinn was confirmed as heir, or the queen rose from her sickbed to give a direct order, those who disliked Talyn most would resist her leadership.

      She faced a table of captains and flight-leaders who all wore expressions like they’d eaten something sour for breakfast. Brightwing had apparently resigned his position with the WingGuard in a furious rant in the WingGuard barracks. Only a handful of those present looked pleased to see her there—and all but one or two of those were her talons. The Falcons who’d sworn loyalty to Talyn and Cuinn, she’d already sent back to the SkyReach to report to Windsong.

      She wanted loyal soldiers manning the north in case of a sooner-than-expected invasion.

      Theac, standing at her side along with Strongswoop, leaned over to murmur in her ear. “You won us over. You can do it with this lot too.”

      “Thanks,” she muttered. “Any ideas on how to go about it?”

      “Absolutely none,” he said cheerfully.

      “My thoughts,” Strongswoop offered. “Make too many changes too quickly and you’ll never win them. They’ll simply wait until Azrilan reappears from Montagn and flock to him. Whether the prince of games wants the throne or not, it will only make trouble for Prince Cuinn.”

      She nodded acceptance of that.

      “You don’t like me or trust me.” She addressed the room. “But despite all that, I know that you can’t have missed the effective force I have built the Wolves into. If you haven’t noticed, then you don’t have the right mindset for being a soldier.” She paused. “I can make you and your wings just as effective as the Wolves.”

      Muttering broke out, some rustling feathers. Most of it was indignation that she’d suggest the Falcons weren’t as good as the Wolves. She swallowed a sigh.

      “You’re not good right now,” she said bluntly. “But you will be. I will make it so that next time Aimsir and SkyRiders breach your borders, you won’t need to submit. You’ll be able to fight back.”

      More dark looks and muttering. That was fine. Theac was right. It had taken months to win the Wolves, and she’d done it with actions, not words.

      “For now all of you will keep your ranks, but you’ll attend training with the Wolves over the next weeks—you and your warriors,” she told them. “You will be assessed during that time, and if you demonstrate your ability to lead, work hard, and treat your fellow warriors with respect, you will keep your ranks.”

      “I’m not going through any test,” one captain said angrily.

      She was tempted to tell them that they might be facing war at any moment, that they needed to listen to her because they might have very little time to develop into a capable army. But she held back. That might panic them. She needed to win their trust before she laid all that on them.

      “That’s fine,” Talyn said evenly. “I don’t want anybody in the WingGuard who doesn’t want to be here. You’re all free to resign without consequence.”

      Two Falcons did get up and leave, slamming the door behind them. The rest muttered under their breath and directed dark looks her way.

      But they stayed in the room.

      

      Once she ended the meeting and the Falcons had filed out, leaving her with the talons, Andres shifted in his chair. “You want us to assess close to two hundred Falcon officers in a few weeks?”

      “I know it will be difficult, but we’re going to need a competent army sooner than we’d like.” Talyn sat too.

      He nodded. “We’ll get it done, Ciantar.”

      “Theac, you’ll now be the Wolf captain. Does anybody have any objections to that?”

      All shook their heads.

      “Zamaril, you’ll stay in your position as captain of my detail, just a small one. Say twenty warriors, with five on shift at any one time.” The idea of having a guard made her itch with frustration and bruised ego, but if she was going to be marrying the king of Mithranar, she needed to look the part. At least Zamaril she could trust with anything.

      Theac cleared his throat. “Not meaning to pry, lass, but you and the prince…?”

      “Me and the prince what, Theac?” She lifted an eyebrow.

      “Getting married,” Zamaril said bluntly.

      Talyn chuckled and rose. “Yes, that is the agreement underpinning our new alliance with the Twin Thrones.” She paused. “Not that I’m displeased by the idea.”

      “Nor are we, Ciantar,” Corrin said gravely, a smile twitching at his mouth.

      

      Late in the afternoon, Talyn went down to Dock City. She ordered a cup of kahvi from Petro and sat down with him for a chat. Not long after she’d arrived, the mayor showed up and joined them.

      She directed a sour look at Petro. “You tattled on me?”

      “He’s been wanting to see you.” Petro lifted his hands helplessly. “And he is the mayor.”

      “Can you blame the mayor of Dock City wanting to speak with the country’s new Ciantar and future queen?” Doran lifted both eyebrows.

      “I suppose not.” She sighed inwardly.

      “You’re going to be a queen,” Sari said in glee.

      “Don’t start,” Talyn warned.

      “I couldn’t believe it when Prince Cuinn revealed himself as the Shadowhawk,” Petro said wonderingly as he served hot kahvi to the mayor then sat down. “To think the man I’d been helping all this time was an Acondor prince. I’m still struggling to understand it.”

      “We had wondered about your devotion to his protection,” Doran added, then gave her a sober look. “You already know this, but he has the support of every human in Mithranar.”

      “As do you, Ciantar,” Petro said. “You have to know that this is a dream come true for us. Real change has become a possibility—it’s hard to believe.”

      “Don’t be too happy,” she said quietly. “We still have troubled times ahead.”

      “Too true,” Doran said gravely. “But if there is anything we can do to help, don’t forget you have allies here, Ciantar. Allies a winged ruler of Mithranar has not had for decades.”

      

      Before returning to her quarters, Talyn walked up the barracks stairs to the hallway that held the talons’ private rooms. Tiercelin’s remained empty, his things still scattered around, untouched since the explosion.

      She went inside, sitting carefully in the chair by the small window, smiling at the messy stacks of parchment on his desk lit up by the afternoon sun.

      She stayed there a while, eyes closed, breathing in the combined scents of parchment and his healing herbs lining a chest nearby and revelling in the rightness she felt—no matter what came ahead, she was where she was supposed to be. There was no fear of having to go back anymore. She was home.

      “Thank you, Sari.”

      “What are partners for? I’m glad you listened to me, Tal. And look at you, agreeing to marry someone! I genuinely never thought I’d see the day.”

      “A wedding like this… to seal an alliance… we’ll have to do it properly. Pomp and ceremony and all that.” She hesitated. “I’d like Roan and Tarquin to be there for it.”

      “So would I,” Sari whispered.
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      Talyn found Cuinn at the railing of the royal pool, soaking up the fading sun of the day. Jasper was sprawled on the marble at his feet, sound asleep. He didn’t even twitch at Talyn’s approach.

      “I’ll never understand you Mithranans’ enjoyment of this ridiculous heat,” she grumbled half-heartedly.

      “It grows on you, no?” He turned with a wink.

      “I just got a message via SkyRider from Ariar.” She showed him the creased parchment with Ariar’s messy handwriting. “Confirming they reached the ships safely and were boarding as he wrote. They’ll be on their way home by now.”

      Cuinn’s smile widened as he read her cousin’s parting words.

      I look forward with great delight to the oncoming battle between you and Alyna over whether this wedding is held in Port Lachley or Mithranar. Either way, I can’t wait to see you both again. Stay safe, Cousin. Cuinn too.

      Ariar

      “I got a message too,” Cuinn said, smile fading. “Azrilan should be here in a few days. I’ve called a formal Queencouncil meeting for when he arrives. The lords have agreed to confirm one of us as heir at that meeting.”

      Ah. This explained finding him alone staring off into the distance.

      She frowned. “No message from your mother? Should we wait until she’s well enough to travel here? Or we could go there.”

      Cuinn swallowed. “She’s too ill to participate… her healers say she’s mostly unconscious now. And I want the decision to happen here, where my support base is, not far to the north. If the lords choose Azrilan...”

      “They won’t,” she assured him. Cuinn had been working furiously, not just with the Queencouncil lords, but the rest of winged folk nobility too. And it was already becoming clear to them how he intended to rule. Mithanis sat imprisoned, ready to be ruled upon once someone was on the throne, not dead. His supporters were still alive and free and had been actively included by Cuinn in the first Queencouncil meeting since Mithanis’s defeat.

      “I’m glad.” A troubled expression crossed his face. “We need this sorted so we can start preparing for what comes next. Your king was assassinated, Talyn, and your Callanan still believe Montagn wants to invade.”

      “With such turmoil of leadership here, they may decide this is a good time to do it, too,” she said softly.

      “What if it was Montagn behind Aethain’s death?” Cuinn turned to her, worry in his green eyes. “What if they want everything? Can we stand against that?”

      “We can and we will,” she said simply. “Us, Firthland, the Twin Thrones. We all fight together now.”

      Shadows crept into his eyes. “It won’t be easy. There will be war. People will die.”

      “I know.” She dreaded the thought too, even though she didn’t have his magic. “But if war comes for us, we have no choice but to fight.”

      He smiled then. It was a fragile thing, but it was there. “Together?”

      “Always together.”

      “Ciantar?” Zamaril interrupted the little bubble of warmth that had built up between them. He’d appeared without her realising.

      She turned to him. “Something wrong?”

      “Savin contacted me,” the thief said. “He wants you to meet him down in Dock City now, on the corner near Petro’s café. He says it’s urgent but extremely sensitive. He wanted to meet with you alone, but I insisted on being with you.”

      She let out a breath of relief. “Then we’d better go meet him. Hopefully he has something that can help us.” Maybe he could confirm Vengeance was gone, and hadn’t been in Port Lachley murdering her uncle and his wife. If they could do that, it meant someone or something else was behind the assassination. Maybe it wasn’t an indication that Montagn was about to unleash its mighty armies on the rest of the world.

      Cuinn caught her hand as she turned to walk away, tugging her back in for a kiss. “Don’t stay away long.”

      “Don’t worry,” she leaned up to murmur in his ear. “I’ll be back later to warm your bed, Prince Cuinn.”

      “I love you,” he whispered.

      “And I you.” She kissed him once more, then turned and walked away.

      Halun, in command of Cuinn’s current detail, offered her his quiet smile as she and Zamaril passed him. “Stay safe, Captain.”

      “I will. You just concentrate on keeping my future husband protected.” Her mouth quirked in a smile.

      He bowed his head, serious despite her joking words. “Always, Captain.”

      

      Savin fell into step with them as they approached Petro’s, appearing out of the growing shadows of dusk without warning.

      “Nice of you to join us,” she said dryly, refusing to show him she’d been startled.

      “You’ve been busy,” he said. “Word came a week ago of your formal alliance with Prince Cuinn. The Shadowlord himself has instructed me to place all the Armun resources in Dock City at your disposal.”

      “Orders from Warlord Hadvezer?” she confirmed.

      “That’s right.” A smile ghosted over Savin’s bland face, an oddly triumphant note to it. “The Shadowlord’s orders come direct from him.”

      “And it’s taken you this long to come to me?” she asked with a hint of annoyance. They could have been using those Armun resources.

      “I’ve been in the middle of something.” He waved a dismissive hand. “Vengeance are back.”

      Her gaze snapped to his. “What? Are you sure?”

      “The report of your alliance included information on the assassination of King Aethain. The moment I read that the attackers had been wearing copper masks, I dropped everything else I was working on,” he said. “It took me almost the entirety of last week, because they’ve been hiding their tracks so well. But I found them—one of my informants spotted a Vengeance member and followed him.”

      “Where?”

      “He was heading back to their old compound beyond the wall.” Savin slowed as they approached the izerdia workers’ tunnel entrance. “We need to get in there and find out how many of them remain, how much strength they’ve rebuilt. But we don’t want them to know we’ve found them, so rather than using their tunnel, I figured we could take this one.”

      “You want to go beyond the wall now?” Zamaril glanced up at the fading light. “That’s a decent hike through tawncat infested forest, Savin.”

      “If Vengeance are back, do you think confirming it should wait until tomorrow?” Savin asked. “If they were behind the assassination of King Aethain, we need to take care of them sooner rather than later.”

      Zamaril glanced at Talyn. “Then maybe we should go back and get your full detail to take with us?”

      “And have Vengeance hear us coming a mile away?” She shook her head. She was Callanan trained, Savin was a Shadow and Zamaril a thief. They’d do better slipping in and out alone. Once they had a thorough look and understood numbers and defences, Talyn would come back tomorrow with the WingGuard and raze them to the ground. It would be a good test for them.

      They waited until all the day’s workers had climbed up out of the tunnels, then Zamaril held the grating open while Savin and Talyn climbed down before following.

      “No lights,” Savin said when she reached for one of the lamps left behind from the workers.

      “Not all of us can wrap ourselves in shadows like you can, Savin,” she grumbled.

      “Stick close and you’ll be fine.”

      So she followed him into the darkness.
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      “You’re dining with Lord Nightdrift tonight, Your Highness?” Corrin asked as Cuinn emerged from his tower. His detail had just taken over from Halun’s. Behind him, Jasper snarled, tail whipping around angrily, upset as always about being left behind. Cuinn adored the tawncat, but the last thing he needed was Jasper trying to eat Charl Nightdrift in the middle of dinner. That wouldn’t help his efforts to get a powerful Queencouncil member on his side.

      “Yes.” He’d been making time to eat with all the lords in recent days, using his mother’s formal dining room, a room that would hopefully soon be his. “As sour and grief-stricken as Charl is, I think he might actually vote for me.”

      Corrin nodded and fell into step with Cuinn as they walked. He flew less now, so that his full detail could accompany him at all times, and he always had the talon of his detail walking at his side. A mark of respect to those dedicated to keeping him alive.

      He hoped Talyn hurried back from her mysterious chat with Savin. He vastly preferred having her with him at these dinners. Warrior to her bones, she nonetheless understood the niceties of court behaviour. Plus, he enjoyed watching for her subtle tells when she got bored, which on average was about a quarter-turn into the dinner.

      “I’ll try and keep this one short so you all don’t have to stand around too long,” he said to Corrin as they approached the dining rooms.

      “Do what you need to do, Your Highness. We’ll be fine.”

      Cuinn opened the door and walked inside, stopping dead in surprise at the sight of Azrilan sitting at the head of the dining table, alone. Nightdrift was nowhere to be seen. “Az, you’re back. I didn’t expect you for a few days yet.”

      Azrilan stood slowly. “News of our elder brother’s humiliating defeat spurred me on. You did well, Cuinn. Or should I say, your Ciantar did.”

      Cuinn met his stare. There was no point prevaricating—best to get the obvious issue out of the way immediately. “I want to be named heir.”

      “I thought you might.” Azrilan smiled faintly.

      A knock thudded on the door, then Theac entered, scowling. He paused in surprise at seeing Azrilan, but then continued straight to Cuinn. “Your Highness. One of Talon Strongswoop’s scouts on the south-eastern headland just flew in. He reports ships approaching Feather Bay. They’re flying the Firthlander flag.”

      Cuinn frowned in confusion. “Merchants?”

      “He wasn’t sure, Your Highness.”

      “Then get Strongswoop to send more scouts to find out.”

      “No need.” A tall, imposing figure stepped out of the shadows on the other side of the room. “You’ll find there are twenty ships. Carrying Bearmen and six legions of niever-flyers.”

      Silence filled the room. It was heavy and full of creeping unease.

      What was Tarcos Hadvezer doing here?

      “Tarcos.” Cuinn glanced between him and Azrilan. His magic rose unbidden, warning him with a sharp thrill of unease and danger. “Why are twenty of your ships approaching my harbour?”

      “Your harbour?” Azrilan asked with a little smile.

      “They’re here to blockade it.” Tarcos took another step forward, voice calm with a hint of surprise, as if Cuinn had asked a silly question. “And help my friend take the throne of Mithranar. From you.”

      Cuinn’s gaze narrowed, heart beginning to thud. Ice curled through his veins.

      The sickening realisation was far, far too late in coming. All three brothers—all three Mithranan princes—were song mages. All three were equally powerful. But Cuinn had thought he was the only one who was using his magic to fool the rest.

      When this whole time…Azrilan had been too.

      And Azrilan was clever. Smarter than Mithanis. More rational. Which meant this wasn’t a spur of the moment decision. This was planned. A long time in the building.

      And he would know Talyn was his greatest threat.

      Terror gripped Cuinn.

      Where was she?
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      They walked through the dark tunnel, Savin in the lead and barely visible, Zamaril a shadow at her side. A tiny amount of light filtered down from the grates in the city street high above, but once they reached the wall it would be gone completely.

      “Talyn.”

      She stopped dead. She’d only ever heard that tone from her partner a handful of times before. The Callanan lauded Talyn’s instincts, her sharp strategic awareness, but Sari had never been wrong, not once, when the two were about to make the wrong move. Except for that one day.

      “Captain?” Savin’s voice, slightly irritated as usual, floated back.

      “Sorry, just a stone in my boot,” she said, continuing to walk after rubbing at the leather for effect. Her heart thudded and she began scanning her surroundings, fear creeping through her chest despite her best efforts.

      Zamaril was suddenly there then, pale blue eyes glimmering up at hers. He felt it too. That confirmation of her instinct hit her like a punch in the stomach.

      “Tell me more about your informant, Savin,” she asked lightly. “How credible are they?”

      “They’ve never given me wrong information in the past.”

      “Talyn, stop now.”

      So she did.

      Zamaril remained at her side, not even asking what she was doing. Ahead of them Savin stopped, turned back. “What’s wrong?”

      “Talyn. I’m sorry. I didn’t see this.”

      “That’s okay,” Talyn said helplessly. “I didn’t either.”

      “It was you.” She whispered, the sense of impotent frustration and despair building in her so strongly she could barely get those words out. “This whole time. I missed it.” And now she was going to die for it.

      Because that’s why Savin had brought them down here. Using his Shadow skills of manipulation and trickery to draw them in. To die.

      Navis. Savin. Navis. Savin.

      The same man. She’d missed the obvious. It had been right in front of her face. The Shadowhawk’s informant, using him to find Saniya, to turn her group into Vengeance. But how had a Firthlander Shadow become a Montagni agent?

      “Your instincts really are remarkable,” Savin said, moving back towards them. “A tad too late in this case, I’m afraid.”

      “Why?”

      “Like you, Talyn Dynan, I am loyal to my leader.”

      “The warlord of Firthland didn’t order this.” She shook her head. “Which makes you a traitor.”

      “Ah, but the warlord of Firthland did order this.”

      There was no humanity in Savin’s face now that he was no longer hiding from them.

      “Zamaril, you have to get out. You have to warn Cuinn.” She kept her voice composed, breathing steady. Her mind worked overdrive to figure some way out of this.

      “I’m not leaving your side.” The thief’s lips were curled in a snarl as he eyed Savin.

      The Shadow smiled, made a sharp gesture. Steel rang and boots crunched. Someone lit a torch, tossed it onto the ground between Talyn and Savin. It cast an orange glow on the multiple figures in the shadows. They were surrounded. She’d known it from the moment Sari’s voice had sounded in her head.

      Talyn swallowed, drew both her daggers.

      “I think I preferred your way of dying, Sari. Not knowing what was coming.”

      “You’re going to get out of this,” her partner hissed fiercely.

      “I don’t think so. Savin knows me. He will have brought enough men to take us down.”

      Talyn turned. She couldn’t make out the details of any of those encircling them, they were too much in shadow, not quite close enough for the light to reach them. That was good. It would give her the time she needed.

      “Zamaril, my friend, it’s been an honour.”

      He flashed her his cocky smile. “Ciantar. I would die no other way.”

      Savin barked a bitter laugh. “It’s been hard to keep a straight face around all your touching sentiment, Talyn Dynan.”

      “Savin?” Talyn asked, fingers sliding around the cool grips of Sari’s daggers. “You don’t think you’re actually getting out of this alive, do you?”

      He blanched as he read the intent on her face. “Take them, now!”

      But she was already launching into movement, sprinting after him as he turned to run, sacrificing any chance to get out—because she wasn’t getting out of this—to take Savin with her.

      She collided with him, shoved him hard into the ground, then crouched over him. His face contorted in a rictus of anger and helpless frustration. “Goodbye, Savin,” she snarled, and buried her dagger in his heart.

      Then they were behind her, Zamaril desperately trying to hold them off, but failing from sheer weight of numbers. Talyn’s eyes widened, shock coursing through her at seeing who was attacking them. She pushed off, leapt towards the closest Bearman, but was hauled back mid-jump as a brawny arm wrapped around her from behind.

      A burning hot line of pain erupted from her right side—a blade driving in deep. A scream escaped her, and she turned, writhing out of his grip, only for another arm to wrap itself around her throat, cutting off her air.

      And then she was done.
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      How had he missed this?

      Cuinn faced Tarcos and Azrilan across the room, not knowing what to do, or say. The world had spun on its axis and the new reality—the reality that had been there all along—had him undone.

      Tarcos smiled. There was no warmth in the smile, only cold enjoyment. “There’s no use getting upset. I’m doing nothing different than what Talyn did. Using force to get what I want. It was probably a little early to send Ariar home though, wasn’t it?”

      The mention of Talyn’s name on the prince’s lips sent another stab of terror ripping through Cuinn. Heart thudding, he turned to the Wolf captain. “Theac, where’s Talyn?”

      “I don’t know.” Grim lines settled into the veteran’s face.

      “She hasn’t come back from her meeting with Savin?”

      Theac turned to Corrin, lifting an eyebrow. The young man shook his head. “I haven’t seen either of them.”

      “Go find out where they are,” Theac barked at him.

      Corrin was out the door before anyone could move or respond.

      Fear gripped Cuinn’s chest in a vice so strong it was an effort to remain standing. Wherever she was, Azrilan and Tarcos knew too well the threat she posed. They wouldn’t be confronting him like this, wouldn’t be making their move, unless they thought she was contained.

      Then the citadel alarm bells starting ringing.

      He swallowed, managed to rasp out the words, “You’re attacking us, Prince Hadvezer?”

      “Tarcos is just blockading the harbour until your Wolves and any rogue WingGuard agree to stand down,” Azrilan said lightly, conversationally. “There’s no need for unpleasantness. Let’s just sit down and talk.”

      “Why are you helping him?” Cuinn stared at Tarcos. “You’re her friend.”

      “She was my way to a Dumnorix bride and an easier way of taking what I wanted,” Tarcos said flatly. “Until she refused me. Now she’s just in the way.”

      That wasn’t true, not entirely. Cuinn’s magic told him that. Tarcos may have had ulterior motives, but he felt something for Talyn. Despite the fact Cuinn was out of his mind with fear, he pushed at the crack in Tarcos’s armour, seeking a way out of this. “So you’re fine with my brother killing her? You know that he won’t let her live. He can’t afford to.”

      Tarcos blinked, appeared to hesitate, then that fierce look filled his features again. “She refused me, repeatedly. I’m done with her.”

      Cuinn swallowed, mind racing. It didn’t make any sense. Why was Tarcos helping Azrilan? How did they even know each other?

      Focus. He had to focus. The why could come later. Right now he needed to figure out a way to survive this.

      “So what?” Theac barked suddenly, moving in a blink until he was standing before Cuinn. “You kill them and then hand your feathered friend the Mithranan throne. What do you get out of it?”

      He was stalling for time. Cuinn scanned the room, mind racing. First step was getting out, finding Talyn. Maybe they could stop the ships—

      “Careful how you address me, human filth.” Azrilan’s form blurred as he spread his wings to leap across the room and stand before Theac. “You aren’t just addressing the king of Mithranar. You stand before the new ahara of Montagn.”

      Silence draped like a cloak over the room. Tarcos was smiling slightly. Azrilan’s charcoal eyes were flushed with triumph. Matching emotion slammed into Cuinn like a runaway horse. Azrilan wasn’t lying.

      “You…” Cuinn’s voice trailed off. The plans forming in his head faded away. Ahara?

      “I didn’t flee to Montagn, Brother.” Azrilan chuckled. “I waited until Mother finally made the decision to name her heir, and then went to Arataire to start the spill. My House had everything in place, ready for the right time.”

      The magnitude of what Azrilan had pulled off was astounding. Realisation was slow, too slow in coming. He’d missed all of it. Guilt and shock and fear writhed through him, scattering his thoughts, making it hard to figure out a countermove.

      “You’re not the only one who can use song magic to hide from everyone and pretend to be what he isn’t, little brother,” Azrilan said softly.

      He swung to Tarcos. “Your uncle won’t stand for this.” Maybe he could sow division there, try to fracture whatever this partnership was, draw the Firthlander to his side.

      Tarcos laughed. “The niever-flyers and Armun have been mine for months and the Bearmen now too. My uncle is under guard, and as soon as I return to Samatia I will be taking his place as warlord. Then, with the might of Montagn behind him, Azrilan will help me take the Twin Thrones.” Something fierce and awful took over the Firthlander’s face. “It’s time the Dumnorix learned what bending the knee is like.”

      More horror piled atop terror. An alliance between Tarcos and Azrilan? Talyn’s family were in trouble and they didn’t even know it. Talyn… she was in trouble. She had to be. Shit. He didn’t know what to do.

      Azrilan glanced at Tarcos, and the man called an order. Four hulking Bearmen appeared from the adjoining room. With one look at Cuinn, Theac dove for the door—he was much closer, only three steps away.

      “GO!” Cuinn bellowed. It was the smartest play the Wolf could make. Theac couldn’t keep Cuinn alive on his own, but if he could get more Wolves here quickly enough, they might have a chance. Talyn’s warriors could take four Bearmen any day.

      And Cuinn had to survive if he wanted to ever fix what he’d ruined.

      “Let him go,” Azrilan said to Tarcos before he could order the Bearmen to follow. “The Wolves have to be destroyed, and it will be easier if they come to us.”

      “I’ll summon more Bearmen,” Tarcos replied, then called an order to one of his warriors. The brute bowed his head and left the room. “They will have dealt with Talyn by now.”

      The mention of Talyn distracted Cuinn long enough for the remaining Bearmen to surround him. He struggled uselessly as they forced him to the floor, facedown. Once he was pinned there, unable to move, Azrilan knelt by his head. “I’m not Mithanis. You don’t need to die, not if you swear loyalty to me.”

      “No.” He ground out the words, filling them with his song magic, throwing determination at Azrilan.

      A dark smile graced his brother’s beautiful face. There was the scrape of a knife sliding out of a sheath, then the cool kiss of a blade running along the skin where his wings emerged from his back.

      “You will swear to me, Cuinn. I could use your powerful gifts.”

      “No,” he repeated, forcing his terror down, allowing none of it to surface strongly enough that Azrilan could pick it up.

      The knife bit in, driving deep, slicing into the skin and tendon along the edge of his right wing. The pain was excruciating and he screamed, unable to stop himself. Hot blood poured down his side onto the floor. The Bearmen held him still, and he was unable to do anything other than cry out in agony.

      Then it stopped.

      “Swear to me, and keep your wings and your life.” Azrilan used magic now, threading it into his voice, compelling Cuinn to agree.

      His heart raced, his skin slick with sweat and blood. He was sick with fear for Talyn and the flooding agony through his back. But he’d spent his whole life hiding, pretending weakness, and he refused to ever go back to that. He would be strong. And he would never bow to Azrilan, not ever, no matter what happened. He could master pain. He’d been doing it his whole life.

      “No,” he gritted out.

      The pain started again, unending, a line of fire digging deep into muscle and tendon. Cuinn writhed on the ground, screaming.

      “Swear to me!” Azrilan demanded.

      “NEVER!” Cuinn roared it, throwing his magic at Azrilan, filling it with his determination. He would figure out a way to fix this. He would never bow to either of his brothers. Never again.

      The knife dug in again, this time on his other wing, but stopped when the doors slammed open. Theac was in the lead, axe drawn, the other talons behind him, snarling.

      Desperate, Cuinn took advantage of Azrilan’s distraction and flung every bit of song magic he had at the Bearmen holding him. It didn’t do much, but sowed enough momentary confusion in them that he could wriggle free of their bloodied grasp and crawl towards the Wolves.

      The Bearmen followed, reaching for him, but then Halun was there, the big man roaring his fury. He stood in the middle of the room, axe swinging, forcing the three hulking warriors to halt. Liadin and Corrin surrounded Cuinn, helping him up, Andres and Lyra holding off Tarcos and Azrilan.

      “More Bearmen are coming, Your Highness.” Theac was admirably calm. “The Wolves are holding them off for the moment, but if we don’t go now we won’t get out.”

      Tarcos snarled, drawing his sword and swinging at Andres. The Wolf countered the blow, pushed him back. When he came again, Corrin shouted, his green energy shield lighting up the room and forcing Tarcos even further back. Liadin slipped an arm around Cuinn, helping him stay upright. Azrilan began singing, throwing doubt and fear at Corrin. The shield wavered, held.

      “Take them!” Tarcos bellowed at his warriors.

      “Go! Get out of here before it’s too late!” Halun shouted.

      Cuinn caught the Wolf talon’s gaze, the former slave, the man with a bigger heart than anyone he knew. Halun smiled, and there was nothing but resolve and acceptance in his eyes. “She told me to protect you. Allow me to do that, Your Highness.”

      And then Halun turned to throw himself at the Bearmen. Cuinn nodded, then summoned enough magic to send love and respect and gratitude Halun’s way, wrapping him in it, forcing out any fear or pain the big man felt. Then he filled him with confidence and pride.

      “Goodbye, my friend,” he whispered.

      A moment later the talons were hustling him out as fast as they could. The sound of fighting crashed through the hallways outside. Blood loss made his legs unsteady. He could feel it trickling down his back, feel the odd weight of both wings as they hung at an awkward angle. His vision turned blurry.

      When he staggered, almost falling, Liadin, Corrin and Theac were forced to half-carry him, trying to jolt him as little as possible but causing stabbing pain with every step. Grief tore at him. Halun. He feared desperately for Talyn. And more Wolves would die tonight getting him out.

      He swore to himself that he would be worthy of it. The wounds on his back were bad. The pain and blood loss told him that, along with the increasing weakness coursing through his trembling muscles.

      It didn’t matter.

      He would honour the sacrifices the Wolves would make for him tonight. And he had to be alive for that. He wouldn’t give up. Not ever.

      

      Theac had made a series of quick and clever decisions. While he and the talons had come for Cuinn, the full force of Wolves were battling a path down to the wall walk leading to Dock City. Bearmen and Falcons lay dead, Cuinn’s groggy gaze running over them as he was carried out of the citadel and down the wall.

      Wolf howls echoed through the night, full of pain and grief, but fierceness at the same time. When they reached the bottom of the wall, Jystar shoved his way forward, horror filling his face at the sight of Cuinn’s wounds. “We have to stop. I need to stop the bleeding,” he shouted.

      “We can’t stop. They’re right on our heels. And once that flea-bitten piece of shit sets his niever-flyers loose… we need to get off the streets,” Theac barked.

      “If I don’t staunch the bleeding, he dies within a quarter-turn,” Jystar snapped back.

      “Do it!” Cuinn somehow found enough strength for the order. “Get me on my feet, even if just for a short time.”

      “Your Highness, if I don’t…” Jystar hesitated. “If I don’t do a thorough healing now, if you let the damage linger… you’ll lose your wings.”

      His eyes slid closed. Opened. “I don’t need wings, Jystar. I need to be alive. Staunch the bleeding only.”

      Jystar snapped orders to the nearest Wolves and they began tearing strips off their shirts and stuffing them into the open wounds. It was agonising. The healer worked feverishly, hands making quick movements, and the scary weakness began fading. His mind cleared. The grief continued to tear at him.

      Another order, and he was gently lowered to his feet, Corrin and Andres with an arm each around him. Jystar began binding something around his chest and wings, holding tight the cloth packed into the wounds.

      “Has anyone found Talyn?” Cuinn asked Theac, the desperate hope fading when the man shook his head. He swallowed, forced back the terror.

      “Okay. I’m done,” Jystar said.

      Theac bellowed an order for them to get moving, but they’d only just formed up around Cuinn when shouts came from the Wolves up front.

      “What are you doing here?” Theac stepped smoothly in front of Cuinn as Saniya appeared, weaving her way through the throng. Unbelievably, Jasper paced at her side, green eyes flashing with anger when they landed on him and saw how hurt he was. Cuinn blinked, not confident he wasn’t hallucinating. Had Vengeance come to finish the job? With Jasper?

      “You don’t look so good, Your Highness.” She ignored Theac, running her cool gaze over Cuinn instead. “Your pet thinks the same, he came looking for me.”

      “I’ll be fine.” He swallowed. “What are you doing here?”

      “Thought you might need a hand getting out of the city, Shadowhawk.” She shrugged. “After all, we’ve helped you with that sort of thing before.”

      He met her gaze, those sapphire eyes as cool as Talyn’s, just without the Dumnorix luminosity. Then he sagged in Corrin and Andres’ grasp, relief flooding him. She meant it. She was here to help. He didn’t know why, but that didn’t matter. “Thank you.”

      Andres scowled. His dark skin was filthy with blood and sweat and his grief over Halun was a live thing in his eyes. “We’re going to trust Vengeance?”

      “We’re going to trust Talyn’s cousin,” Cuinn said. “Do what she says. That’s an order.”

      A thought occurred to him. It was so hard to think, but he fought through the dizziness. “Corrin, Theac, take your family and Evani and find one of Halun’s friends, someone who can slip the Firthlander blockade before it’s settled in place.” Resolve filled him. It wasn’t only Mithranar he had to try and protect. “Go to Port Lachley. You have to warn Talyn’s family… about Tarcos and Firthland. He’ll be going for them next, with the might of Montagn behind him.”

      Theac looked at Saniya. “Can’t you get all of us on a ship south?”

      “Not right away. Not for so many of you, not with him hurt like this.” Saniya’s gaze was darting around, looking up the wall where they’d come from, her collected demeanour fading. “We really need to go.”

      “Go, Theac. Corrin. Do as I say.” It was harder to focus now, blackness swirling at his vision.

      “Prince Cuinn.” Theac looked horrified at the idea of leaving him. “You cannot…”

      “We obey our orders, Captain.” Corrin gently slid away from Cuinn, giving up his place to Liadin. “We’ll do as you ask, Prince Cuinn, and then we’ll come back for you.”

      “Good.” He swayed in their grip.

      “Come on, let’s move.” Saniya snapped. “Who’s in charge with Parksin gone?”

      “I am.” Andres’ voice sounded. “What do we do?”

      “You follow me and do everything I say without complaint or hesitation. We’re not safe yet.”

      “Wolves?” Lyra’s voice called.

      As one, the Wolves howled.
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      A chair scraped across the floor, its legs cutting through the narrow slices of sunlight that shone through the gaps in the wooden planks nailed to the window. Cuinn tracked the movement with a distant stare.

      He’d drifted awake a few moments earlier and decided that the light meant it was day… but which day? How long since… His thoughts trailed off, growing muddled in a tangle of memory: blood and fighting and his brother’s triumphant face.

      A soft yowl came from the foot of the bed, making Cuinn aware of the weight pressing against his legs. Jasper. He blinked again as the chair stopped by his bed and someone sat on it, their form cutting off most of the light from the window. “It’s me, Prince Cuinn. Jystar.”

      The healer’s dark-skinned face moved into his line of vision. Cuinn licked his dry lips, then decided he’d try and sit up. Maybe that would restore some clarity to his groggy mind. Stabbing pain between his shoulders and down his back stopped him before he’d moved more than an inch.

      He gave a grunt of pain, tried to turn his head to see what the cause of it was, then froze at the realisation he couldn’t see his wings.

      His heart seemed to stop in his chest.

      “I’m sorry, Prince Cuinn. I couldn’t save them.” Jystar spoke again, soft but firm, leaving no room for Cuinn to hope that he might mean something else. “You’re okay, but I’ve kept you unconscious to help the healing. You’re going to feel out of it for a while. You lost a lot of blood.”

      Cuinn’s eyes closed and he pressed his face into the pillow, not wanting to betray the horror and nausea rising through him. He tried to suck in a breath, fists clenching, nails digging into his palms. “Talyn?” he managed to ask. If she were here, it would be okay. He could get through anything if she was here with him.

      A hesitation, then, “We don’t know. She and Zamaril are still missing.”

      The words hit him like a physical blow. He buried his face deeper in the pillow, pain and grief and horror roping through him in unrelenting waves. The weight on his feet shifted and moved up the bed, steering clear of his back. A damp nose nudged his cheek, then the weight settled at his left side.

      “We’re in a safe house in the Poor Quarter.” Jystar kept talking, but seemed to give up after a few moments when Cuinn gave no appearance of hearing him.

      The door opened and brisk footsteps crossed to the chair. Saniya’s voice sounded. “Is he awake?”

      “He is.” Jystar sighed, sounding tired, worn. “I told him about his wings. He asked about the Ciantar. Have your people found any sign of her yet?”

      “Nothing so far.” A hesitation. “Not even a single sign of what happened.”

      Jystar said nothing. Cuinn tried to breathe through the pain.

      A brief silence, then, “The last group left on the dawn tide. Far as I could tell they made it out safely. You can’t linger here much longer. The patrols are increasing—they’re moving into the deepest parts of the Poor Quarter now.”

      “He’s in no condition to travel, even if we could be sure he was going somewhere safe.” Worry filled Jystar’s voice, weighing unbearably against Cuinn’s song magic and making it impossible to escape the miasma of despair filling every inch of him.

      Saniya’s voice sharpened. “You’re going to compromise me and my people if you stay here much longer.”

      “We’re appreciative of your help, but—”

      “I don’t care if you’re appreciative. There was a debt owed. I paid it, but my patience is running thin and you’re risking exposing all of us.” Another pause. “Let me know when he’s more alert. I want to talk to him.”

      The door opened. Closed. Its sharp click jolted Cuinn out of the daze of emotion and pain he’d sunk into.

      “Your Highness?” Jystar asked. “I’m going to work on your back, all right?”

      “Wolves?” he managed.

      “Vengeance has been moving them out in small groups, helping them get north to Darmour.” Jystar swallowed. “I hope they reached it safely. You and I are all that’s left now. Saniya made the talons leave, insisted it was easier to keep you hidden here without a pack of Wolves surrounding you at all times.” A light touch on his back made him wince as pain rippled down his spine. “I’ll make it as painless as possible, Your Highness.”

      It didn’t matter. Nothing Jystar did could hurt worse than what he was already feeling. His wings were gone. Talyn was lost. His throne was lost. Wolves had died. The rest had fled to uncertain safety. Silent tears streaked his cheeks.

      How did he come back from that?
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      Someone was trying to talk to her. Badgering her thoughts, drumming at her mind, pushing hard, but there was a block. An empty gap the voice couldn’t penetrate. And in that gap was fear. Terror. Something stalking her in complete darkness.

      The woman’s eyes flew open with a strangled cry.

      Her heart thundered in her chest, and it took several moments before she calmed enough to become aware of the sweat slicking her skin and the weakness trembling through her muscles. The terror of the dream lingered, clinging to her like cobwebs. She shifted, forcing herself to widen her awareness in an attempt to banish the nightmare.

      The effort required for that was almost impossible to summon. It shouldn’t be. Terror uncurled again, threatening to overwhelm her, but she forced it down. Seeking distraction, her gaze landed on the only source of light nearby, a small fire flickering in the middle of a dirt floor. A woman hunched over it, stirring something in a pot, staring at the smoke rising from the flames as if it held the answers to everything.

      She blinked. This woman was familiar. The answer came grudgingly, drawn from the depths of her blurry memories. Kaeri. The woman had shared the name during one of her previous lucid moments, though she couldn’t remember which one, nor how many there’d been. They all blurred into one feverish dream.

      She tried to speak, to get Kaeri’s attention, but a faint rasping sound was all she could manage.

      Kaeri heard it, though. She swung around, green eyes taking her in with a single assessing glance. “Another nightmare?”

      She swallowed and nodded. The feelings roused by the dream still filled her so thoroughly that it was hard to summon the coherence for speech. If only she could remember. Remember what terrors stalked her dreams. And why.

      “Did it help you remember who you are? What happened to you?” Kaeri asked.

      “No.” Her voice was hoarse, barely audible.

      Kaeri’s mouth thinned. “Then the dreams are doing you no good at all. You need rest if you’re ever going to recover.”

      The words were brisk, well meant, but the woman had caught Kaeri looking at her when Kaeri didn’t realise she was awake. Kaeri didn’t think she was going to recover. Too tired to keep fighting to stay alert, she allowed her eyes to slide closed, wondering if she was going to die.

      As muddled and weak as she was, she understood that she was hurt. Badly. The unceasing, throbbing pain in her back and side told her that. And she wasn’t healing. Kaeri had said something about infection last time she was awake, and the fevers and weakness certainly bore that out.

      Dimly, through a restless doze, she heard the other women who lived in the shared hut return. Voices sounded as they greeted Kaeri, asking after her as they always did, but silence soon returned. The women rarely stayed awake long, usually going straight to their narrow pallets to sleep. Only Kaeri ever spoke to her. She hadn’t yet been able to summon the clarity of thought to do more than wonder why that was. Or where the women came from… what they did in daylight hours.

      She didn’t even know where she was. She was sure she’d asked the question before. Sure Kaeri had answered. But that memory was lost in the fever.

      Time passed—it could have been seconds or hours—then Kaeri shook her gently and forced her to drink water from a wooden cup. Hot tea, slightly bitter, touched her tongue.

      “Where am I?” She managed to force the words out. Her back felt like it was on fire, but the pain was both immediate and distant, shrouded in a haze of fever and grogginess.

      “A labour camp.” Kaeri’s tone indicated she’d answered this more than once.

      “Where?” Her eyes slid shut and she fought against the unconsciousness tugging insistently at her mind. Summoning every bit of will she had, she forced her eyes back open.

      “Montagn.” Kaeri sat by her pallet, cross legged. Her fair skin was marred with soot, lank brown hair tied roughly at her neck. There was no softness, no give, in her eyes or voice. “I’m doing the best I can to treat you, but we don’t get proper healing supplies. Your wounds are infected and your body has no strength to fight it because you’re not eating or getting restful sleep. I’m barely getting enough water into you to keep you alive.”

      “You’re saying I’m going to die?”

      Kaeri nodded slightly. “It’s likely. I’m sorry.”

      Did that upset her? She wasn’t sure. It should, but death would be an escape from the unending pain and illness. “It’s... all right.”

      Again she had that sensation, like a voice was battering at her mind, trying to get through. But before she could grasp it, it was gone, faded away into nothingness. The gap loomed large, threatening to swallow her whole.

      “I’ll do the best I can for you.” Kaeri moved away and the woman forced herself to summon enough energy to speak again.

      “Kaeri?”

      Kaeri heard the faint whisper and turned. “Yes?”

      “Thank... thank you.”

      Kaeri made a dismissive gesture and turned away, filling a cup with water from their shared jug and bringing it over. “Thank me by drinking this.”

      The woman tried to drink. Tried even harder to remember.

      But she couldn’t do either.
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      He’d been hurt worse than this before, after the avalanche Vengeance had used to ambush him. He’d attacked that recovery with every ounce of determination he’d possessed, working relentlessly with Tiercelin’s help until he was well again. Strong again. He hadn’t even thought about giving up.

      This time… Jystar did everything he could. The wounds on his back closed over. There was no infection or fever. Within days Cuinn could sit and stand and walk without much pain. But he didn’t have the determination he’d had before.

      He tried to find it. He wanted to find it. But every time he stood up and almost fell over without the weight of his wings balancing him, every time he woke from a restless sleep to remember Talyn was missing and Halun had died, remembered his brother had betrayed him and taken away his one chance to make things better for his country, his people—the weight of those realisations crashed down over him with a force he couldn’t shoulder. And they buried him.

      Jasper refused to leave the room, stuck as close to him as he could, but his tawncat couldn’t make a dent in Cuinn’s despair. Even good news from Andres—amongst the first group of Wolves to reach Darmour—failed to restore his will.

      “They got to Darmour safely and Andres managed to contact Windsong at the Summer Palace.” Jystar’s hands trembled as he read the note to Cuinn, his relief so strong it soothed the edge of Cuinn’s pain for a few moments. “He was apparently waiting for us and had prepared a place to hide. Andres is in Darmour, shepherding each group of escaping Wolves to Windsong’s hideout.”

      “Where?” Cuinn asked.

      “Andres wouldn’t say in the note in case it was intercepted. But he says it’s secure, and isolated. He says Windsong might have saved us all.” Jystar sounded close to tears.

      Part of Cuinn sagged with relief to hear that. To know what was left of Talyn’s Wolves were safe. He trusted Windsong as he trusted Talyn and her talons and he knew the man would look after them when Cuinn couldn’t.

      That knowledge had a weight of its own, though, tainting his relief. They couldn’t hide forever. They’d be waiting for Cuinn to do something. Fix this somehow. Find a way forward.

      But he didn’t even know where to begin. Not without Talyn, his general, who could turn any loss into a victory. Not when he had lost his wings and therefore any chance of the winged folk accepting him as king.

      He had no hope left to offer them.

      

      The opening door broke him from the constant cycle of hopeless thoughts. It was Saniya, and she clutched a piece of torn parchment in her hand. She tucked it into a pocket before dropping into the chair by his bed. Her expression was masked, and the sapphire eyes that marked her as a member of one of Mithranar’s most powerful families were duller than Talyn’s luminous Dumnorix eyes. Still, a glance from Saniya could immediately hold anyone’s attention, and it compelled Cuinn’s now.

      “I think we can help each other, princeling.”

      “How’s that?” His voice was flat, lifeless.

      She gave him an impatient look. “You’re really giving up? After years of beating your head against the wall as the Shadowhawk, now is when you decide to quit?”

      “No.” The word escaped him before he even thought about it, the response instinctive and raw. He swallowed. “I just don’t… I don’t know what to do next.”

      “I do. Get out of the city before they catch you and kill you. Jystar is babying you. You’re strong enough to leave.”

      He nodded, accepting the truth of that.

      “And like I said, we can help each other.” She eyed him, reluctance for what she was about to say written all over her face. Cuinn could feel it with his magic, too. “You have a network here and in Darmour. So do I.”

      “We destroyed your network.”

      Saniya’s face tightened. “We’ve still got contacts, infrastructure and knowledge. And you didn’t kill all my people—it’s why I asked for the truce, to save what we had left. Slaves from Montagn who just wanted a better life, mostly. Your Ciantar granted me that. Which is why I’m here now. I propose an alliance.”

      He shifted, tried to force himself to pay better attention. “An alliance to do what?”

      “To merge what’s left of our people, knowledge and infrastructure. Then start stealing and moving supplies again. Your people in the north are going to need them.”

      He huffed a bitter laugh. “You want to use my network to rebuild your own.”

      “Exactly. And then I want to use our combined resources to go back to doing what we always did together, Shadowhawk.” Her eyes gleamed, her anticipation almost palpable.

      He shook his head. “I’m not going back to being the Shadowhawk. It didn’t solve anything then, and it won’t now.”

      She smiled without warmth, sitting back in her chair. “I figured you’d be looking to take the crown from your brother. So here’s my proposal. Our merged network undercuts Azrilan when and where we can to help the humans here, plus we provide supplies and information to your hidden army.”

      He opened his mouth. To tell her there was no point, that there was no chance he could take the throne back, that even thinking there was a chance was foolish in the extreme. But that same instinct that had denied he’d given up earlier flared inside him again. So instead he asked, “Who would run this merged network?”

      “We’ll have co-leads,” she said promptly. Clearly she’d put a lot of thought into this. Talyn’s cousin indeed. “Myself and one of your people. No decisions will be made without both leaders’ agreement.” She sat forward. “But this would be a logistical alliance only. We work together to irritate a common enemy. I’m not here to fight for you and I still have no desire to see winged folk on the Mithranan throne.”

      “I’ll think about it.” It didn’t pay with someone as canny as Saniya to agree to anything too quickly. Weeks ago they’d been at war. She’d wanted his death. “Now tell me what you really came in here to say.” He’d sensed it nagging at her the whole conversation.

      She tugged the parchment out of her pocket, passed it to him. “These were placed on all the city noticeboards this morning. Your mother died a few days ago. Azrilan is king of Mithranar.”

      He stared, unseeing, at the words on the parchment.

      His mother was dead. He was too hollow to even know how he felt about that.

      “The coronation will be tomorrow night.” The chair scraped as Saniya stood and headed for the door. “You should be gone by then.”

      He crumpled the note and let it drop from his hands. Saniya was right. If he wasn’t going to give up—even though he truly saw no way out of this—then he had to leave, go north to Darmour and re-join his Wolves. That was the first step.

      But there was something he needed to do first.
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      The shadows lengthened as dusk turned the day into night. Music drifted in the stillness, a hint of melody, not enough to overpower the hum of conversation or the occasional burst of laughter.

      Azrilan Acondor-Manunin stood in the centre of the open air platform, the focus of attention, those attending the reception in his honour circling him like he held a gravitational pull.

      Already ahara of Montagn, Azrilan was now king of Mithranar.

      He looked the part—handsome, debonair, his dark hair cut neatly, charcoal wings glimmering in the lamplight. He held himself straighter than he ever had before, sloughing off all of the languidness, the deference he’d once pretended.

      There was no more powerful man in the world now. Not with the Dumnorix king dead and the new warlord of Firthland presumably still stabilising his rule after launching a coup against his uncle.

      Tarcos. Cuinn’s lip curled, but he pushed away thoughts of that man before they could take hold and threaten to destroy his focus.

      A glass of wine hung loosely from Azrilan’s fingers, almost forgotten as he smiled and chatted with Irial Swiftwing and Jenseno Blacksoar—the eldest sons of Kingcouncil lords once Cuinn’s friends but now clearly in Azrilan’s favour. The entire court was present for the celebration of the crowning of a king, some hovering in the humid air while others gathered in groups on the platform.

      Falcons were there too. More than had ever been present at an official reception before. Cuinn couldn’t do more than glance at the winged folk in the sky before he had to look away, despair roping through him. He’d never identified himself via his wings, had often been frustrated that they set him apart from the humans in Mithranar in a way they shouldn’t. But losing the ability to fly… it ate at him. He couldn’t stop it even though he told himself he should let it go. That there were far more important things to despair about.

      But the thought of never feeling the air in his face, through his feathers, of looking down on the world from above… it was devastating.

      He swallowed, tried to force those thoughts away and concentrate. He stood well hidden by a pillar on the eastern side of the platform, the shadows wrapped around him so tightly he was invisible as long as he didn’t move. His back ached, his legs trembled—he’d been there too long already.

      But he stayed.

      He’d needed to do this. To see Azrilan and the Mithranan court one last time before he fled Dock City.

      Another burst of laughter erupted nearby. Annae Ravensweep was chuckling with her father-in-law and Lord Jurian Stormflight. Charl Nightdrift was with the group too, but his face was stony, shoulders hunched slightly. Tirin Goldfeather lingered on the edges of the platform, clearly uncomfortable.

      Cuinn noted those things.

      He also noted the lack of Firthlander Bearmen amongst the Falcon guards.

      Saniya’s people had reported that Tarcos had taken his warriors with him when he’d departed a week earlier, leaving behind only his naval ships blockading Feather Bay. Azrilan had also been confident enough not to bring any Montagni soldiers with him to Mithranar apart from a small Berserker honour guard. They weren’t here tonight—no doubt a result of Azrilan’s understanding they would make his winged court uneasy. After all, as fearsome as they were, they were human. Azrilan was no fool.

      Bitterness curled in Cuinn, edged with the familiar despairing hopelessness he did his best to push away. The shadows around him flickered, his hold loosening, and he swore inwardly. His energy was draining—he needed to focus better.

      His gaze fell on Azrilan again. There was no trace of sadness in his face, of grief at their mother’s loss. There was only triumph and satisfaction, both clear in his expression and stance but also broadcasting for any song mage to read. He wasn’t even trying to hide the glee he felt in his victory.

      For the first time since waking in the safehouse, Cuinn felt something other than pain or despair or hopelessness. He felt anger. It flared in his chest, burning through the other emotions. He grabbed onto it, welcoming it, feeding it. Allowing it to bring back a spark of life to his heart.

      He hated what Azrilan had done. Hated his brother in a way he’d never hated Mithanis.

      Before he’d even realised what he was doing, Cuinn began moving, shrouding himself in just enough shadow to keep his features and form largely hidden from anyone glancing his way. The servant’s uniform he wore and his lack of wings did the rest.

      After all, humans were beneath most winged folk’s notice.

      By the time he’d moved closer to where Azrilan stood, he was sweating through his clothes. But he barely noticed. His entire attention focused on his target, the source of the fury winding through him.

      The prince of games.

      The brother who’d always had a word of affection for Cuinn when Mithanis never had and his mother rarely did. Who’d winked at Cuinn every time Mithanis was furious at him or lost his temper. Who’d made him feel sometimes like he was on Cuinn’s side when nobody else was.

      A brother who’d been pretending and lying for years. Manipulating him. A man who’d killed Halun and ripped out his wings. Who’d torn Talyn from his life.

      Cuinn’s mouth curled. He forgot his aching back and his weariness, sinking fully into his building fury and using it to gather his magic. He sent out a tendril of emotion towards his brother, just a little push of anger, enough to make the winged king start suddenly and look around. Eventually Azrilan’s dark eyes fell on the shadowy area where Cuinn stood.

      For a heartbeat, he dropped the shadows, letting Azrilan see him standing there, using glamour to make himself look healthy, strong.

      And he smiled. Let Azrilan feel the rage winding through him.

      Then he lifted his hand in a mocking wave.

      And mouthed, “I’m coming for you.”

      They were silly words. Hopeless. An empty threat. But despite all of that, Cuinn wanted to make them come true. He wanted it with every fibre of his being. Wanted it more than he’d ever wanted anything in his life before.

      And in that moment, standing there staring at Azrilan, he found that determination he thought he’d lost. The same determination that had sent him out on the streets of Dock City night after night, year after year, to keep trying. This would be no different.

      He would do everything he could to take what Azrilan had stolen away from him.

      He would bring Azrilan down. Or he would die trying. There was no middle ground anymore.

      Before the prince of games could twitch, take a step, begin yelling for the Falcons, Cuinn drew the shadows around him completely and turned, striding away, hidden in darkness.

      Shouts erupted on the platform behind him. The hum of wings beating furiously sounded as Falcons lifted off or moved in his direction. The music was drowned out completely for a moment.

      But Cuinn moved through the darkness, avoiding the pools of light from lit lanterns and torches, stilling every time a Falcon passed above, trusting his shadow ability to hide him. In this slow, cautious way he eventually made it down to the lowest sections of the citadel, below where the Wolves’ barracks had been.

      The anger faded the further he got, stripping him of its strength and leaving only heartsick weariness in its place. Once he was certain that he’d evaded any pursuit, he stopped in a dark corner, pressed his palms against warm marble, and began to cry.

      When Saniya had passed him the announcement about his mother’s death, he’d brushed off the news, unable to properly feel it amidst everything else. But seeing her court tonight. Everyone drinking wine and talking. Her court. Without her there. Knowing she’d never be amongst them again.

      His mother hadn’t been loyal to him. Hadn’t protected him from his brothers. Had actively made life for humans in Mithranar worse. But he’d loved her anyway, and she had loved him, at least a little. The tears streamed down his face and he swallowed back the sobs, not wanting to make a sound.

      Here, alone and protected by the shadows, he allowed himself to grieve. Not just for her. For his wings. For Talyn and Zamaril and Halun. The other Wolves that had died.

      Once the tears had run dry, he used the hem of his tunic to scrub his face clean and then a hint of glamour to remove any trace he’d been crying. Then he shifted away from the wall and moved for the rendezvous point. He was limping by then, the pain in his back a constant throbbing, his energy almost completely deserting him.

      Saniya and Jystar waited for him in a dark walkway, both looking incredibly disapproving. Jasper broke from the shadows to pad over and bump his head against Cuinn’s leg.

      “You didn’t let any of them see you?” Saniya asked sharply.

      “Azrilan did.”

      Jystar paled visibly, while Saniya’s expression tightened. Cuinn almost staggered with the force of the fear that leapt off them. “What is it?”

      “My people have been moving about discreetly, looking for traces of Talyn. One of them found a message in the old spot we used to communicate with Navis.”

      Cuinn frowned. “Navis? What—”

      Saniya moved closer, voice filled with a low fury that he sensed wasn’t directed at him. “Navis and Savin are one and the same man.”

      As Cuinn stared at her, uncomprehending, Saniya dug into her pocket, yanked out a dirty, torn page and passed it to him. “This is the message we found.”

      Brother dearest,

      You do have friends in low places, don’t you? I assume those friends will get this message to you—my friend used this spot to communicate with them. Shadows are the most useful of creatures, aren’t they? But you would know that, wouldn’t you, Cuinn?

      Cuinn glanced up at Saniya. “A Shadow…”

      “Gaping fools, the lot of us, missing that.” Saniya hissed. “Try re-arranging the flea-shitting letters of his name.”

      Savin. Navis. Cold fingers of horror trailed down Cuinn’s spine. Had Navis been a plant from the beginning, guiding him along the path Azrilan wanted him to follow? He must have been. Pushing down the horror of that, he returned to the note.

      Enough with the niceties. Mithanis is dealt with, and you’re the only threat remaining to me. Tarcos left me a useful little group of spies and killers; “hounds,” he called them. He said they would hunt and kill anything I ask them to.

      They’re coming for you. Unless you come to me first. I don’t want you dead, but I can’t afford for you to be outside of my control either. Your choice, brother dearest. Turn yourself in or find a knife at your throat one night very soon.

      Az

      “Cuinn, you need to go now. Tonight.” Saniya snatched the note from his hands. “They could already be on your tail, especially now you basically just paraded yourself in front of him.”

      “She’s right.” Jystar glanced around as he spoke, as if expecting assassins to jump out at them any moment. “The Ciantar taught us about Shadows and Armun. It’s not a matter of if they find you, but when.”

      “All right.” He held up a hand, trying to stop them from talking so he could have a moment to think. They were right. He couldn’t face down Shadows on his own, especially without the Wolves around him. He had to go… but wherever he went they would follow.

      Which meant if he went north to Darmour, he’d only be placing the Wolves in danger, not to mention revealing their hideout to any Shadow tracking him there. But turning himself in to Azrilan wasn’t an option, because after what he’d just done, Cuinn felt a glimmer of hope amidst the ache in his chest, enough to keep him on his feet despite his exhaustion and pain.

      Azrilan had been scared at the sight of Cuinn.

      Absolutely terrified.

      And he hadn’t been able to hide it.

      He looked up, nodded at Saniya and Jystar. “We go tonight.”

      Saniya’s shoulders relaxed. “We’ll separate here just in case, and instead of going back to the safehouse, we meet at the docks. Cuinn—the alley where you used to leave messages for me?”

      “Agreed. Jystar, you take Jasper and I’ll meet you both there.”

      “I think you should have protection,” Jystar protested. “I’ll come with you—”

      “A winged man, a human and a tawncat together will be far too visible. I am the Shadowhawk. If I can’t move through these streets safely, then nobody can,” he said firmly. “As a winged man, you can talk your way out of trouble better if you’re alone. Jasper knows how to disappear if needed.”

      “He’s right,” Saniya said crisply. “Go, both of you.”

      Cuinn didn’t look back.

      

      As he walked, he focused his glamour, ensuring his face showed the bland human features of the Shadowhawk. It was easier now, not having to hide his wings. Pain stabbed at him—reminders that they were lost to him were constant and unrelenting. As was the surge of devastating loss he couldn’t control.

      He tried to stop himself from glancing over his shoulder, tried to ignore the prickle down the back of his neck at the thought of Shadows or Armun following him through the streets. Talyn had told him all about Firthland’s spy and assassin force. Cuinn had no chance if Azrilan’s hounds caught up to him. Fear lurked in the pit of his belly.

      There were fewer people on the streets than he was accustomed to, and more Falcons patrolling the skies above—Azrilan clearly didn’t trust the City Patrol. Fear and unease hung heavy on the air, enough of Dock City’s citizens feeling it that it had become a palpable presence to a song mage as powerful as Cuinn. He didn’t try and shield himself from it, instead letting himself soak in it.

      He wanted to remember. To use it as fuel.

      As he walked, he looked for her, even though he told himself it was pointless. She’d come down to the city with Zamaril right before the attack and nobody had seen either of them since.

      Aching loss ripped through him, like it had every second moment since he’d woken in the safehouse. She was gone and he didn’t know where or how.

      It hurt too much to think about, so he pushed thoughts of her away, to deal with when he was stronger, when he could think of some way of trying to find her or… he swallowed and re-focused on his immediate surroundings.

      One by one he left messages in all the usual places for his contacts in each Quarter. Navis had never known his other drop locations, but even so, he approached each cautiously, wrapped deep in shadow. At each one, he left a note to wait for further word, that he would have news for them soon. He warned them to stay hidden and quiet until then.

      His footsteps eventually came to a halt at the end of a quiet street looking out over the sprawling, tangled series of jetties making up the docks. Although his gaze ran over the ships and smaller fishing vessels, his thoughts were distant.

      He didn’t want to leave. Had to constantly fight the feeling that he was abandoning his home and his people by running away. But there was no other choice. He couldn’t do anything while hiding out in the Poor Quarter. Especially if Shadows were after him; they could be on his tail already. A shudder went through him at the thought.

      The determination he’d found earlier roused in his chest, battling with the fear and sense of hopelessness. He didn’t know how he would defeat Azrilan. He knew he couldn’t do it as he was now. Not on the run, afraid for his life, with no army, no resources, no…

      A thought occurred to him as he stood there, staring towards the south. Over miles of ocean. A crazy, wild thought.

      Unbidden, a smile tugged at his mouth. Talyn’s plans were often crazy and wild.

      A possible next step revealed itself. One Azrilan would never expect… wouldn’t know enough to expect.

      After all, he had no idea that the Acondors weren’t Cuinn’s only family.

      

      Saniya and Jystar waited for him at the meeting spot, deep in a narrow alley between two popular sailors’ inns. Jasper was with them, only his green eyes visible in the shadows.

      “Saniya, I’m taking you up on your offer.” He forced briskness to his voice despite his own doubts telling him he was crazy for doing this. Allying himself with people who had murdered innocents and tried to kill him was far from the easiest thing he’d done, and after everything, he wasn’t sure he could trust Vengeance. Yet his network and Vengeance had both successfully undermined the Acondors for years, and Cuinn was willing to do whatever it took to take down Azrilan. “With one extra condition.”

      Her gaze narrowed. “Which is what, exactly?”

      “You use our combined resources to find Talyn and Zamaril. Or at least learn what happened to them.”

      “Agreed.” There was no hesitation in Saniya’s response.

      He tugged a creased piece of parchment from his pocket and gave it to Jystar. “Talon Tye will be the co-lead of our allied network. Jystar, you’ll take those orders to Andres and the Wolves—the note includes a list of all the codes and locations for communicating with my network in each Quarter. You tell the Wolves to stay safe and grow strong. Windsong is in charge until I return.”

      “Until you return.” Jystar looked blank. “What are you talking about?”

      He turned his gaze to Saniya. “I’m not going to Darmour with Jystar. I’m going south instead. Can you get me there?”

      “Not directly, not with the blockade,” she said. “But I can get you across the channel to Acleu. From there you’ll be able to get on a merchant ship heading south.”

      “Prince Cuinn, I—”

      Cuinn lay a hand on Jystar’s shoulder, cutting him off. “Your orders are to get yourself safely north. Tell the Wolves I’m well and that I will return. In the meantime, they’re to train hard and grow strong.” He looked at Saniya again. “Recruit where you can.”

      She hesitated. “I proposed an alliance to rebuild our networks for mutual benefit. I’m not fighting for you or risking my people’s lives any more than necessary.”

      “I’m not asking you to fight for me, but you said you were willing to help support my army. I want your help recruiting. Will you agree to those terms?” Cuinn offered his hand.

      “Yes.” Saniya shook it, her grip sure and confident. He felt only determination and sincerity from her, but used more of his magic to probe deeper, make sure there was nothing under the surface. When he did, he found only regret, bitterness, and a hint of relief?

      Saniya glanced away. “Give us a moment, Jystar.”

      Looking significantly unhappy, the healer moved out of hearing distance. Saniya seemed suddenly… uneasy. Cuinn’s magic told him she was wrestling with something. He waited her out.

      She took a breath, met his gaze. “My second’s name is Leon. I trust him implicitly. I’ll have him contact Andres as soon as he gets Jystar’s message and returns to Dock City—they can coordinate the merge of our groups together.”

      Cuinn frowned. Saniya was a known quantity, Talyn’s cousin. He knew nothing of this Leon. “That wasn’t what you proposed. Where will you be?”

      A thick silence fell before Saniya answered. “Talyn let me live. She let me go free, and she did it because she knew it was what her father would have wanted.” She scowled. “And I know that my father would want me to find Trystaan’s daughter. Leon and Andres will be busy rebuilding our resources and undercutting Azrilan—they won’t have the time or opportunity to properly search. So I’m going to.”

      Cuinn swallowed, one hand reaching out to brace himself against the alley wall as the strength threatened to leave his legs. There was nobody better to look for Talyn. The weight lifting from his shoulders made him momentarily dizzy. “Thank you.”

      Her voice turned brisk again. She was clearly made uncomfortable by the gratitude in his tone. “Wait here. I’ll get Jystar on his boat and then send someone to collect you once I’ve organised another trip across the channel.” She hesitated. “Good luck wherever you’re going.”

      And then she turned and strode away, stopping at the edge of the alley to wait for Jystar to make his farewells.

      “Mithranar will be mine,” Cuinn spoke fiercely as Jystar re-joined him. “Azrilan will not win. He will die, along with Tarcos Hadvezer. Tell them that, Jystar.”

      Jystar stilled, then bowed, one hand over his heart. “Your Highness.”

      “Tell Windsong I will always be grateful for what he’s done. Tell the Wolves I’ll be back.” He reached to grip the healer’s shoulder. “And tell them Talyn will be back too.”

      Jystar’s breath hissed. “Your Highness, I don’t think—”

      “She’s not dead.” He lifted a hand. “I know it’s foolish to stand here and say that to you knowing what we know. But she’s not dead. She’s out there somewhere, and I know that wherever she is, she’ll be fighting to come back to you and the Wolves. And you need to tell them to be ready for when she does.”

      Something like hope flashed over Jystar’s face then, and his shoulders straightened. “I’ll make sure they get the message, Your Highness.”

      

      Once Jystar was gone with Saniya, Cuinn hunkered down, humming a small note. Jasper instantly looked at him, green eyes locked on Cuinn’s.

      Cuinn reached out to press his hand against the tawncat’s soft black fur. Jasper let out a purr. “When Vengeance kidnapped me and hid me away in those tunnels, you knew I was in trouble, and you found me. Because we’re family.” He stared into the cat’s fixed gaze. “Now I need you to find Talyn for me, because I can’t. Help Saniya. Bring Talyn home.”

      Jasper turned his head, pressed it into Cuinn’s palm, then bumped his nose against Cuinn’s shoulder.

      Cuinn lifted himself gingerly to his feet.

      Jasper gave him one final look and he was gone.

      Cuinn found himself alone, with his thoughts and memories. Again the realisations crashed through him: his wings gone, Talyn missing, Halun dead.

      His grief seemed endless sometimes, like it was going to drown him in its agony. But whereas in those first few days after the attack it had taken him down and held him there, now each time, breath by breath, he fought his way back to the surface.

      Talyn had felt this pain after Sari’s death. He’d sensed it in her. Felt how she’d fought so hard to manage it. Watched her win that battle over and over again. He could do that too. He would keep doing it. And each time he did, some of the pain turned to scar tissue, to a hardness inside him that had never been there before. But he welcomed that too, because he was going to need that hardness in the days and months ahead.

      Cuinn walked forward to the end of the alley, eyes fixed on the docks and the harbour beyond it. He stared to the south.

      The time of the Shadowhawk was gone.

      Now he needed to be more.
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      Even when she was conscious, it was like being trapped in a feverish, restless nightmare from which there was no escape.

      If Kaeri had held any hope whatsoever, it seemed to fade as her condition grew considerably worse. She drifted endlessly from fever dream to fever dream. And still that… something… trying to batter through her dreams, to reach her somehow. Failing every time.

      She’d come awake screaming, stay conscious long enough to take a few sips of water and swallow some soup, before her strength would give out again and she’d sink back into the nightmares.

      Days passed, one bleeding into another, until she had no idea of time anymore. Just endless illness. Some core part of her knew she was getting worse. But she didn’t know what to do about it.

      And then came a different dream. First it was only flashes, a glimpse of green grass and the brightest blue sky she’d ever seen. She scrambled after those images, tried to hold onto them, to escape the nightmares.

      Was this dying? She thought maybe it was.

      In the snatches she could grab, a man’s voice spoke, indistinct at first, but becoming clearer the harder she tried to reach that place with the blue sky.

      Her body grew sicker, weaker. And the glimpses grew more frequent, stayed a little longer. Eventually, she didn’t have to scramble for them anymore. Wherever that place was, she began to sink towards it.

      Then a man’s face flashed before her, older, beautiful, tanned skin with sapphire eyes. She knew that face—but couldn’t find the memory associated with it. And then another man appeared with him, this one familiar too, with dark skin and hazel eyes. She tried harder to reach him, reach them, and in her struggles the pain flared white-hot, breaking through the fog of fever. She screamed, writhing, but kept trying, kept fighting.

      They helped her. With indistinct voices the two men encouraged her over and over. Once she swore the man with the sapphire eyes had taken hold of her arm—with rough, calloused palms like those of a farmer—and helped her when she needed just a little bit extra to fight.

      They stayed with her, never leaving, as the pain worsened and the fever grew hotter, burning through her, taking what was left of her life.

      And then, suddenly, she was in that place. The grass under her feet. Blue sky above. All of it with a dreamlike quality, as if it might vanish at any second.

      “Talyn?”

      A man stood before her. He had magnificent wings that gleamed the same blue as his eyes and wore a familiar smile on his face.

      “Da?” The word came out without thinking.

      At his nod, his smile—the soft one he’d always reserved for her alone—the knowledge of who she was came crashing down around her, followed by a rush of memory that had her swaying on her feet. Not all of it was there, not why she was here or how she’d gotten so hurt. Those memories remained locked away and she didn’t go chasing them.

      “I…” Tears filled her eyes. “Am I dead?”

      “Very close to it, I’m afraid.” He stepped forward. “Which is why we’re talking right now. Talyn, you’ve got a fight on your hands, but I’m here to help.”

      She swallowed, for a moment struck by the sheer wonder of seeing her father standing in front of her. She opened her mouth, tried to figure out what to say, and simply said, “I miss you. I miss you so much, Da.”

      “I miss you too, my girl.” He drew her into a fierce hug. He wasn’t quite solid under her hands, but she hugged him back anyway. Her da was here. It was overwhelming and wonderful and heartbreaking all at once and for a long moment, she buried her head in his chest and closed her eyes, allowing him to rock her gently back and forth.

      “Where are we?” She pulled away reluctantly.

      “An in-between place that only the most experienced of winged folk healers know about,” Trystaan said. “You’re here because you’re close to death, Talyn. But being here means I can reach you, which is a good thing.”

      “It’s better than good.” Tears welled in her eyes. “You’re helping me,” she said in wonder.

      She could feel it, distantly, a little bit of strength returning, some of the fever easing.

      “Tiercelin told me how—I have secondary healing magic. He wanted to come too, but it’s not… it wasn’t possible for all of us.”

      All of us?

      “Tiercelin…” She bit her lip as more tears welled. She missed him too, so much. “What do I do?” she asked helplessly.

      “My magic is helping your body to beat the infection,” he said soberly. “But I can’t heal your wounds, do you understand? Tiercelin thinks the blow to your head is the source of your memory loss, but he says it probably won’t last. You’ll have to be strong. You have a difficult road ahead.”

      She managed a smile. “I’ve done difficult before.”

      “You have.” He framed her cheek with his hand. “Be the Ciantar I could never be, Talyn.”

      “I love you.” She swallowed back more tears. “Please don’t go.”

      “It’s time, Talyn. And I love you,” he whispered. “Always.”

      She searched for all the words she needed to say, found some of them. “Say hello to Tiercelin for me. Tell him I love him and miss him. Tell him we all do.”

      “He loves you too.” He pressed a gentle kiss to her forehead.

      He was gone before she was ready, fading from view until she stood alone under the blue sky.

      The fields and the sky faded too, and with it Talyn’s awareness. For a long time there was pain and restless nightmares and a horrible weakness. Dimly, she sensed her body fighting, doing its best to rally now the infection was gone.

      But she was so, so tired. There was nothing left to fight with.

      When she opened her eyes and found herself in the field again, she blinked in confusion. But before she could follow that thought, wonder why she was back, her gaze was caught by movement in her peripheral vision.

      She turned to see a tall warrior striding over the grass, Callanan cloak hanging from her shoulders, her face stretched in a laughing smile. The bright light of reckless confidence lit up her hazel eyes, and her hands glimmered with her silver Callanan magic like they always had when she was excited.

      “Sari,” Talyn breathed.

      Then she ran.

      “Oh Tal, it’s good to see you.” Sari threw her arms around Talyn as they collided.

      She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. Couldn’t do anything but stand there and hold onto her partner as fiercely as she knew how, fiercely enough to stop her ever being pulled away again. Each day since Sari’s death she’d hoped for this, wanting her back with every breath she took, every single moment, every time she opened her eyes in the morning. Now it was here she couldn’t even comprehend the complete and utter relief and joy of it.

      “You going to say something?” Sari chuckled.

      Talyn shook her head, forced herself to swallow around the lump in her throat and loosen her grip enough to stand back. “You… you have no idea,” she whispered.

      The laughter faded from Sari’s face. “I can imagine. If you had died and I had lived…”

      “I didn’t want to live. I didn’t know how.”

      Another smile spread across her partner’s face. “But you’ve learned how. You’ve been amazing.”

      Talyn’s eyes flooded with tears. “I didn’t want to. I still don’t want to. You have no idea how much I miss you, how hard it was to lose you. I want it all back, Sari.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Sari said softly.

      “I didn’t even get to say goodbye.” The pain of that surged, broke through her, had her biting her lip hard. “Not even a moment to tell you what you meant to me, to thank you for always having my back, no matter what.”

      “I didn’t need you to tell me, Talyn. Just like you don’t need me to tell you. We just knew,” Sari said simply.

      Talyn nodded acknowledgement of that. “And you didn’t leave me completely.”

      “I had no idea Callanan magic worked like that.” Sari’s laugh pealed out. “Doesn’t it get annoying, having me in your head all the time?”

      “No.” Talyn huffed a laugh. “No. It’s the most wonderful thing that ever happened to me.”

      “I don’t know. I think I’d want to kick you out regularly if you were in my head.”

      Talyn grinned. “No you wouldn’t.”

      “Yes I would.”

      Her smile faded. “I don’t suppose there’s any way you can come back with me?”

      “I am with you, Tal,” Sari whispered. “Always.”

      She nodded. Tried to accept it.

      “And I’m here now for a reason.” Sari took hold of her hands. “You have to fight harder. For me, please?”

      “I am fighting.” Talyn frowned, confused.

      “I need you to do more,” Sari said. “Your body has lost too much blood and it’s failing, even with the fever gone.”

      “I’m trying to—”

      “I know you miss me, and your dad and Tiercelin. I know part of you probably wants to stay here.” Sadness filled Sari’s face. “I would, if I were in your shoes. But you can’t. You have to fight with everything you have, no doubts, no hesitation. I know you don’t remember everything yet, but there’s someone waiting back there for you, Tal, someone you love just as much as me or your da. Trust me like you always have. You have to go.”

      Talyn swallowed, opened her mouth to deny Sari’s words, before she realised she couldn’t. Part of her did want this. To be back with Sari properly. With her father and the Wolves she’d lost. To not have to hurt anymore.

      “It feels like losing you again,” she admitted, mortified as her eyes flooded with tears. “But I know I can’t stay. I know, I just…”

      Sari’s voice firmed, and she took Talyn’s hands. “You need to hold on, fight back to awareness so you can drink and eat, help your body heal. Let me in. Let me help you. I’m your partner. Always and forever.”

      Sari’s grip on her hands tightened and she felt their Callanan partnership bond strengthen, expand. With it came a rush of dizzying strength. “I’ll fight.”

      “Good. As hard as you can, Tal.”

      “With everything I have,” Talyn promised.

      She wanted to say more, to tell Sari how big Tarquin had gotten, how Leviana and Cynia still missed her every day too, but before she could even open her mouth, their combined Callanan power surged and she was wrenched away in flash of silver and sapphire light.

      The field was gone.

      The darkness faded.

      And she fought. With everything she had, she fought to return to life.

      

      Talyn blinked awake. It was dark, and she hurt all over. Sweat dried on her skin from the fever that had been burning her up but was now broken.

      Her back arched at the intensity of the pain no longer hidden by delirium, her hands digging into the cool dirt floor as agony flooded through her head like stitches being torn out of a wound.

      The pain dug deeper into her bones, bringing everything into sharp awareness. More memories came flooding back.

      She remembered pitch darkness. Being underground. Savin’s dying body sprawled on the dirt as too-strong arms dragged her away. She’d been dizzy, in pain, blood flowing freely from the stab wound in her right side.

      Bearmen.

      Why were Bearmen helping Savin? He’d ambushed them... Zamaril! Where was Zamaril?

      The man holding her had asked a question. Another one replied. His words were mostly indistinct but she made out the words ‘warlord’ and ‘orders’.

      She was dying. She and Zamaril had walked straight into Savin’s trap and now she was dying.

      Talyn drowned in her memories, and the more she remembered, the more she came back to herself. Slowly the pain began to abate and as it did, a sweet rush flooded her body.

      Her magic.

      This power, she remembered this. Her winged folk blood.

      Winged folk.

      She was Ciantar. She was Dumnorix. She was Callanan and Aimsir.

      Callanan. She was Callanan. Her Callanan partner...

      “SARI!” she screamed, didn’t know if it was audible or not, didn’t care. She just needed...

      “I’m here.” Her partner collided with her, wrapping Talyn with her magic, the two of them slamming back together. “You did it!”

      “That was you, all this time nagging in the back of my head.” She was almost delirious with relief. Her partner was still there. She hadn’t gone.

      “I was shouting, screaming, but you couldn’t hear me. You couldn’t hear me.” Sari’s voice sobbed with relief and sadness.

      “I can hear you now. What happened to me?”

      “You were hit on the head and lost your memories.” Sari held on tight. “Let’s bring them back.”

      Images flashed through Talyn’s mind then, so fast she could barely recognise them, but each one bought back everything she’d forgotten.

      The citadel in Mithranar, glittering in its splendour on a sunny afternoon.

      The grey and white of the Wolves’ uniforms as they drilled in the barracks.

      Zamaril’s mocking tone.

      Theac and his scowl.

      The light in Corrin’s green eyes when he played the flute.

      The sober look Andres would get on his face when he was thinking deeply about something.

      Halun’s way of talking without using any words.

      A winged prince. Golden and silver and full of magic. His voice, his song, his everything. The unexpected joy of loving him.

      Her heart stopped. Cuinn. Where was he?

      “You’re awake?” Kaeri’s face appeared in her field of vision as the woman leaned over her, astonishment in her face and voice. “Can you hear me?”

      Talyn blinked. “I hear you,” she said, the words rasping.

      “Drink this, now!”

      The command in Kaeri’s voice had Talyn shifting her mouth towards the cup of water before she knew what she was doing. Pain stabbed through her again, but she ignored it, sipping the water. Sari said she needed to drink to heal. She’d promised.

      “All of it,” Kaeri insisted when she began slumping back to the pallet. “Drink.”

      Somehow she forced herself to drink all the water. The last of it trickled down her chin as her strength gave out and her head sank back to the ground.

      “Sari?”

      “I’m here. You’re back. We’re back.”

      Talyn swallowed, her consciousness already slipping away again, this time from exhaustion. “I am Talyn Ciantar.”

      And then she slept.
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      Next time Talyn woke she lay still, marvelling. There had been no nightmare. She’d come awake from real sleep.

      But pain quickly followed on the heels of lucidity. Her body ached all over, with several sharp lines of burning pain down her back and one hot ball of agony on her lower right side, under her ribs. The pain there was so strong a sharp gasp of breath escaped her, unbidden.

      The next thing she became aware of was a rhythmic tapping on the roof. A slight turn of her head and she was looking out at a curtain of falling rain through the arched opening that served as a doorway. The light of the day was fading, but she could still make out the muddy ground beyond the door, spotted with deep puddles. It must have been raining a while.

      She blinked. That had been a clear thought.

      Immediately she reached for her memories. The green field was still there. Sari and her father… before that… a dark tunnel. Savin, triumph twisting his face. She’d killed him, remembered clearly the sensation of his warm blood soaking her hands.

      She’d been stabbed. She’d lost sight of Zamaril. And after that… the first thing she remembered was this hut.

      A cold slide of dread in her chest followed. Cuinn. Her Wolves. What had happened? If they’d ambushed her and Zamaril… surely that meant they were going after Cuinn too. But who? Had she hallucinated the Bearmen?

      She needed to find Cuinn and her Wolves. Get to wherever they were. But she had no idea how much time had passed, or where she was. Heart racing, she was quickly spiralling into a breathless panic when there was movement at the doorway and Kaeri entered the hut, rain soaking her shoulders and hair.

      The instinct to lunge upwards, to demand answers to her questions, was close to overwhelming.

      “Calm, Talyn. Learn your situation first,” Sari counselled urgently. “Wherever you are, it looks like you’re a prisoner, but those holding you might not know who you are, and if so, you’re probably safer that way.”

      Kaeri came over and crouched beside the pallet. And Talyn, her memories restored, recognised her instantly.

      Kaeri Venador.

      Paler, gaunt, definitely less polished than the last time Talyn had seen her. But it was Ahara Venador’s daughter nonetheless.

      Shock and confusion jolted through her, dislodging some of the panic still swirling in her gut. What was the favourite child of the Montagni ahara doing in this hut, dirty and careworn, tending to Talyn’s wounds? She opened her mouth to ask the question, but shut it just as abruptly. Sari was right… best to understand what was going on before revealing anything.

      She tried to draw on her self-control, as she always had before, to manage her fear and pain and panic. It was harder than it had ever been. Her desperate desire to know what had happened to Cuinn, to her Wolves, was so strong it came perilously close to overpowering common sense.

      “Talyn, I’m here.” Sari wrapped her in reassurance. “You could put Cuinn in more danger if you talk about him. Just be patient.”

      “Something wrong?” Kaeri asked, presumably seeing the surprise that had flashed over Talyn’s face and then the subsequent battle with her emotions.

      “Your name… Kaeri?” she managed. Her throat was so parched it hurt to talk.

      Kaeri’s eyes widened in surprise. “You remember me telling you that?”

      “Not dead... yet.”

      “No.” Disbelief edged Kaeri’s blunt voice. “Your fever broke two days ago. You’ve been sleeping normally ever since. I don’t understand how, but I think you’ve turned a corner. It should have been impossible.”

      “What... happened?”

      “Have some water before you keep talking.” Kaeri placed a wooden mug at Talyn’s mouth and she shifted her head to drink. The liquid was cold and clear, but the movement caused agony to rip down her spine and right side.

      She gasped, choking on the water.

      “Keep as still as you can. Your wounds haven’t closed over properly. Hopefully you’ll heal faster now the infection has cleared.”

      Talyn summoned all her strength. “Tell me... my injuries?”

      Kaeri coaxed her to take another sip, then set the cup down. “You must have fought hard when you arrived here because the guards beat you, then whipped you into submission. The whipping tore several layers of skin from your back. The injuries you already had—the worst of which was a stab wound just under your right ribs—were infected when you got here. By some stroke of luck the strike missed your kidney or you would have died weeks ago.”

      Even so, that was bad. Very bad. “Anything... else?”

      “You’ve got a nasty cut on your forehead—it was swollen and bruised. I think that’s why you can’t remember anything.”

      Talyn closed her eyes as a wave of weakness washed over her.

      “Drink more,” Kaeri urged.

      Talyn did as she was bidden; the cool water soothed her throat, helped her marshal her thoughts. She needed to know where they were. “Did you say... labour camp?”

      “That’s right.” Kaeri hesitated. “We’re in a labour camp for slaves.”

      Slaves. It was only then that Talyn registered the swirling blue tattoo on Kaeri’s left cheek. Her chest tightened. If Kaeri was a slave then so was Talyn. She didn’t even know where to start with processing that, so for now she pushed the knowledge away. “How long?”

      “You’ve been here just over two weeks. Do you remember anything?”

      So long… so much could have happened. Fear for Cuinn, for her Wolves, swept through her so profoundly she could do nothing but lie there for a long moment and ride it out. Once again she had to fight down the desire to ask Kaeri about them. Not now, not when she was so weary and sick she could barely think straight.

      “I remember a little bit. Not much,” she whispered, eventually.

      “Good.” Kaeri touched her head softly. “Sleep now. Your body needs the rest. We can talk next time you wake.”

      Another wave of weariness washed over her and despite her fear and pain, Talyn sank into a deep sleep.

      

      It was almost another full day before Talyn woke again. Kaeri was hovering over the fire, the two other women from their hut settling on their pallets on the other side of the open space. Both had fair skin and brown hair, but the tattoo mark on their cheeks wasn’t as fresh and bright as the one Kaeri wore. Neither spoke to Talyn, though they glanced her way frequently when they didn’t think she was looking. She wondered what it was about her that unsettled them so much.

      “How are you feeling?” Kaeri asked, noticing she’d woken.

      Talyn frowned. “In pain. Tired. Thirsty.” Terrified.

      “Thirsty is good.” Kaeri carried over a cup of water. “Drink all of this and then you have to eat something.”

      Her stomach turned at the very thought of food, but Talyn dutifully sipped at the water until it was all gone. Kaeri then helped her to a half-sitting position, pain tearing through her with every movement. Once she was up, Kaeri presented her with a small bowl of rice. “Eat.”

      It was dark out, and the other two women were already asleep. Talyn scooped up a spoon of rice, forced half of it into her mouth, and chewed slowly. Her stomach roiled. Her back throbbed.

      “You don’t seem to sleep much,” Talyn noted, focusing on the small fire where Kaeri was boiling water for tea. Maybe the distraction of conversation would help her get the food down before she vomited it all back up. Not to mention help her learn more about her situation.

      “I don’t sleep well.”

      “How did you know how to help me?” It was hard to imagine the favoured child of the ahara learning healing skills.

      “The favoured child of the ahara has somehow become a slave, and her healing skills are what’s confusing you?” Sari asked.

      “Leave me alone, I’m recovering from a head wound.”

      “Excuses, excuses.” Sari sniffed.

      Talyn smiled inwardly, taking strength from her partner’s presence.

      “I learned the basics of healing from some of my father’s soldiers.”

      Talyn thought on that a moment, decided to try and probe further to see whether Kaeri would reveal who she was. “Your father is a Montagni lord?”

      “Of sorts.” Kaeri flashed a bitter smile. Then she sighed and reached for the bubbling kettle. Her hands busied themselves adding herbs into two cups and then pouring the liquid over them. The sharp scent of the tea filled the room—something sweet edged with a sourer smell.

      “Montagni woman aren’t allowed to fight, are they? Like in Mithranar?”

      “You remember that?”

      “I do,” she hedged. “It was just there, in my mind, the knowledge.”

      Kaeri brought the tea over, flashing an approving glance at the empty rice bowl. “You’re mostly right. Slave women are expected to fight if necessary, but female citizens do not. It’s not considered proper. I trained with my father’s soldiers when he wasn’t paying attention.”

      Talyn shifted, wincing. Her stomach had not enjoyed the food, but the tea and conversation were helping keep it down. “If you’re the daughter of a lord, then what are you doing here?”

      “The answer to that is the reason I don’t sleep anymore.” Her tone was curt, dismissive, clearly flagging that she didn’t want to talk about it any further. But underlying the words was a pain Talyn recognised all too well. She nodded and sipped at her tea.

      “And you don’t know who I am? The guards didn’t tell you?” Talyn tried to probe further.

      “They dragged you in here, dumped you on the ground, then barked at me to look after you,” Kaeri said in disgust. “There was no polite exchange of names.”

      “I remember some flashes from my nightmares, like the citadel in Mithranar,” she said carefully.

      Interest flashed over Kaeri’s face. “You’re Mithranan?”

      “Maybe.” Talyn shrugged, pretending casualness she didn’t feel. “Did something happen there that might have led to me ending up a slave in Montagn?”

      Kaeri’s face closed over. “A lot has happened in Montagn recently that will no doubt effect Mithranar. But I was dumped in here not long before you. I have no idea what’s happened in the outside world since.”

      Rising, Kaeri crossed back to the fire, her rigid bearing indicating she had no desire to discuss the subject any further. Talyn tried to swallow down her disappointment.

      “What do you think?” she asked Sari.

      “Honestly? I think she might be an ally. But best to hold counsel for a little longer.”

      “Tomorrow you should start moving about,” Kaeri said, voice lighter. “If you’re not on your feet soon, the guards here will force you up. Right now you’re a burden, and they don’t tolerate slaves being burdens for very long.”

      The words hung in the air. Talyn carefully put her cup down. Time to address that development head on. “So I’m really a slave?”

      Kaeri grimaced. “I guess the pain from your back is masking the one from the healing tattoo they put on your left cheek. Yes, you’re a slave.”

      Talyn instinctively lifted a hand to check, wincing as the movement caused agony to flare in her right side.

      She was a slave.

      “Oh, Talyn.”

      Her thoughts went straight to Halun. She wondered if the big man was okay, where he was at this moment. Wished he was there with her. His silent presence had always been a comfort.

      Did it matter that she was a slave? She wasn’t sure… suspected that the panic and fear she was barely holding at bay regarding Cuinn and her Wolves dwarfed any negative emotion she might have over learning she was a slave.

      From the simmering fire in Kaeri’s eyes, Talyn had a feeling the ahara’s daughter wasn’t coping with the idea well. Weariness stole over her, and she stifled a yawn, wanting to try and find out more before she slept again. “What sort of work do slaves do here?” she asked.

      “We make weapons,” Kaeri said grimly. “Everything you could think of. Swords, axes, arrows, bows, knives, daggers.”

      “Oh.” Something about Kaeri’s words stirred something in Talyn, but the thought was too distant and she couldn’t quite manage to pin it down. Kaeri said something more, but Talyn didn’t hear as exhaustion claimed her and she slid back down onto her stomach, eyes closing before her head hit the surface.

      Even so, worry followed her into restful sleep. Cuinn. Where was he?
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      Cuinn didn’t sleep much on the journey south, unable to bear being alone with his thoughts in the dark quiet of his bunk. To keep himself busy he worked at simple tasks to help the crew. While he coiled rope or helped in the galley, he tried to keep his thinking productive, focused on the present and the future instead of dwelling on what had happened. Often he failed. There was too much pain inside him to win that battle regularly.

      It still took his breath away—not only learning the truth of who his brother was, but knowing that he’d missed it for so long. Cuinn Acondor, the most powerful song mage of his generation, nicknamed the prince of song for his power, and he’d completely missed Azrilan using that same magic on all of them to hide his ambition, his planning.

      And Talyn had missed it too. Missed Tarcos Hadvezer trying to use her as a strategic piece to take the Twin Thrones from the Dumnorix. Missed him teaming up with Azrilan and throwing her life away when she chose to marry Cuinn instead of him.

      He loved her more than life itself. The thought that she was out there, possibly hurt, in trouble, and he couldn’t help... and more than that, he just missed her. Missed her smile, her laugh, the way her sharp sapphire gaze softened whenever they were together.

      He pushed the despair away with little success.

      Tarcos had made clear his intentions to invade the Twin Thrones and take them for his own. And it had been equally clear that Azrilan was willing to help him in that endeavour if necessary.

      But Azrilan couldn’t help Tarcos immediately. Cuinn understood enough about Montagni politics to know it was going to take time for Azrilan—especially as a winged man—to establish his rule over all the powerful Houses. And even when he did, it would take some convincing to send them to war on Tarcos’s behalf.

      Cuinn had a little time to figure out a plan, a way forward. He needed allies, and the Dumnorix were powerful. If they’d managed to rally themselves after Aethain’s death. If Tarcos hadn’t already invaded and taken their kingdom out from under them.

      His chest tightened with doubt and anxiety at the thought of what he was trying to do. It was a constant nagging shadow in the back of his mind. He felt weak and vulnerable without his wings. Unable to confidently pick the right path forward without Talyn. Unable to focus through the grief and fear weighing him down.

      He couldn’t hide in the shadows as a criminal anymore. That mask was gone. Now he was just a winged man without wings. A prince without a throne. And the closer he came to his destination, the more it felt like he’d made a terrible mistake.

      What could he offer the Dumnorix?

      He forced himself to take a deep, shuddering breath, reaching for the spark of determination that had brought him this far. It was faint, but he held onto it with everything he had. It didn’t stop the doubt curdling his belly, but it gave him enough to keep moving forward despite that doubt.

      One step at a time.

      He’d just gotten himself under control when shouts came from high in the rigging—Port Lachley harbour had come into sight. Cuinn dropped the rope he’d been coiling without thinking, going to the railing to stare at the approaching landmass.

      The Twin Thrones.

      The last time he’d made this approach, it had been with Talyn and a ship full of Wolves, seeking sanctuary after Mithanis had attacked them. Or had it been Azrilan?

      All that time it must have been Azrilan whispering in Mithanis’ ear, urging him on, sowing the seeds of conflict, setting Cuinn and Mithanis up for inevitable confrontation. And whichever brother defeated the other, well, that was one less powerful brother for Azrilan to deal with.

      A prince of games indeed.

      And now Cuinn was here, in Port Lachley. Where the family he hadn’t realised existed lived, a family he barely knew. He had to hope Theac and Corrin had made it safely. If they had, then Talyn’s family would also know that she was missing. They must be devastated. They probably blamed Cuinn, and so they should.

      As the ship drew closer, what had on first appearances looked like a crowded approach to the port resolved to four Conmoran navy vessels patrolling the ocean around it. His breath caught in his chest and for a moment his pain was eclipsed by relief.

      The Twin Thrones was on war footing.

      Which meant Theac and Corrin had probably made it and warned them.

      Abruptly turning away from the railing, he went down to the sleeping quarters of the ship. With quick movements he tugged off the clothes he’d been working in and changed.

      It was still strange how easy it was to put on a shirt and jacket without the awkwardness of wings. Dressing himself took moments now, where before it had taken almost a quarter-turn depending on what he’d chosen to wear. He wondered whether he’d ever grow accustomed to the change. Whether it would ever start feeling like a good thing, rather than the tight ball of pain and vulnerability that lodged in his chest every time he thought about it.

      Once dressed, he ran a hand over the growing stubble on his scalp—he’d shaved it before leaving Dock City to reduce the chances of being recognised—and straightened his jacket.

      It wouldn’t do to have the Kingshield refuse to allow him anywhere near the castle fortress because he looked more like a street ruffian than Prince Cuinn Acondor. Scrutinising himself, he added a touch of glamour to make the clothes seem a little finer, the cut a little better. Satisfied, he let go of the magic so as not to waste energy, then finished packing his bag.

      Within a full-turn he was disembarking onto a narrow jetty amidst the handful of other passengers on the ship. Back on solid ground, he had to re-adjust to the feeling of being off balance as he walked without his wings to steady him. Tears flooded his eyes and he scrubbed roughly at them.

      His gait mustn’t look too strange though, because nobody glanced in his direction with anything but passing interest as he walked through the city. He marked the soldiers patrolling the streets in their midnight-blue Conmoran uniforms—they hadn’t been there when he’d visited with Talyn—but kept his head down and stride long. They weren’t bothering anyone, just keeping a watchful eye out.

      It was a long walk from the harbour to the eastern city gates where the main road led out to the east of Conmor, splitting off not far beyond the city to wind its way up to the castle fortress perched on the eastern bluff of the harbour.

      Plenty of traffic was heading to or from the castle so Cuinn didn’t stand out as he joined them, though his legs soon burned from the steady incline of the winding road.

      The main gates of the castle stood open and the large entry courtyard was even busier than the road, packed with people, horses and carts carrying supplies in and out of the castle or wealthier folk waiting to attend meetings with one or more of the lords in residence. The sharp crack of chisel on stone resounded through the morning air from a group of workers reinforcing a section of the outer wall.

      The gates bristled with soldiers, though again, they weren’t harassing anyone, just asking the occasional question or looking over some of the larger loads coming in on carts.

      It struck him, for a moment, how different this was. The palace at the citadel wasn’t open to its citizens like this place clearly was. The Dumnorix fortress was formidable, and he’d seen how it could be locked down on the night Aethain had been murdered, but it was also clearly a place Conmoran citizens should feel welcome to enter. Even in a time of trouble.

      Dismissing his idle thoughts, he cast his gaze around, searching the chaotic throng of people and animals, until he spotted six Kingshield guarding the entrance into the inner courtyard of the castle—an area decidedly not for the public.

      His shoulders relaxed in relief. He hadn’t been certain any of the Dumnorix would be in residence at Port Lachley. Talyn had left them two months earlier and they’d had no news of the family since. But the presence of Kingshield meant at least one of them was here.

      On the heels of relief came nerves and apprehension.

      As glad as he was to have found them, he was equally anxious about what came next. He wasn’t at all certain that he could pull it off.

      But that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to try.

      Four sharp gazes landed on Cuinn, watching his approach to the inner gates, while the other two Kingshield continued scanning the courtyard. So well-trained, these men and women. They were the model off which Talyn had built his Wolves.

      “Can we help you?” One of the guards stepped forward. She was slight, but the unusual grace in her movement indicated she’d been Callanan once. The sabai they all learned gave them a winged folk-like agility.

      “Yes.” Briefly he hesitated. He wasn’t known to these guards and he no longer had wings to prove his identity. So instead he hoped Talyn’s name would get him in. He hadn’t failed to notice when he was here last that the other warriors in the castle idolised her. Not that she’d noticed. “I am a friend of Lady Talyn Dumnorix, and I was hoping you would convey a message to her family that I’d like to see them.”

      The guard stilled, and two of the other Kingshield stepped towards them at the sound of Talyn’s name. Holding to their duty, the other three merely glanced in his direction before returning to watching the courtyard. “You have news of Lady Talyn?” the ex-Callanan asked.

      “Is she coming back?” another added. A flash of his emotion washed over Cuinn, a touch of recklessness with a hint of his bond with his horse—this one had been Aimsir.

      “Wait!” the woman said sharply, before Cuinn could answer. “Are you with the two soldiers that came from Mithranar?”

      “Yes. I am.” His voice flooded with eagerness, relief. “They made it here?”

      “They’re staying as guests of the family.” She hesitated, running her eyes over him. “I’m Kila.”

      “Cuinn Acondor.” He offered his hand.

      “You’re the Mithranan prince?” The male Kingshield started in surprise and he and Kila shared a shocked glance. “The one Lady Talyn was to marry?”

      “That’s me.” He swallowed the surge of pain, though he was sure it was obvious on his face. “Will you take me to see whoever of the family is in residence?”

      “Right away.” Kila waved for one of the other Kingshield to open the inner gates. “Come through. This is Felix.”

      The Aimsir nodded in a friendly fashion as he fell into step with Cuinn. Apparently he was now getting an escort. Talyn’s name had worked the magic he’d hoped for.

      “Is she okay? Lady Talyn? We haven’t had any news of her since she left.”

      He should have prepared himself for this, but he hadn’t. The pain curled, but he fought it down. He took a breath, shook his head. “I’m sorry, I don’t know.”

      Kila and Felix shared another look but fell silent, asking him no more questions as they escorted him up another set of steps and into a cavernous entrance hall. They turned right off the hall and walked down a wide corridor decorated with rich tapestries.

      Cuinn’s stomach clenched, the anxiety he’d already been feeling surging through him in a wave. He didn’t know these people, and being here without Talyn felt awkward, uncomfortable.

      The Kingshield had no such hesitations. Felix spoke briefly with the two guards standing outside a set of closed doors on the left, then waved Cuinn over before pushing them open.

      Felix winked at him. “Good luck in there. The Dumnorix are a fierce, intimidating lot, but they’re good people.”

      Bolstered by the unexpected support of these two Kingshield he’d never met before, Cuinn walked into the great hall. The massive arched windows down the western side showed grey ocean and equally grey sky.

      Both Alyna and Ariar were there, leaning over a table covered in rolled and unrolled parchment. Soar, the SkyRider Chieftain, sat frowning in a chair. An unfamiliar woman was there too, wearing the green Callanan cloak, her short stature eclipsed by the fierceness of her scowl. The First Blade?

      They all turned at the sound of the opening doors and his boots rapping on the floor.

      Alyna’s hand went to her mouth at the sight of him, and her eyes widened with shock. Ariar paled, straightening up from the table and heading towards him in quick strides. “Cuinn!”

      Ariar had dropped Cuinn’s title unconsciously, a habit of all Dumnorix when speaking to family. A sharp look from Alyna indicated she’d picked up his mistake, but Cuinn pretended not to notice. Her next look was for the First Blade, who immediately turned and left the hall via a side exit, leaving only family behind.

      “Do you have news on Talyn?” Alyna asked, violet gaze on Cuinn’s face, pleading. Ariar paused halfway to him, hope lighting his blue eyes. Soar’s hand curled on the arm of his chair.

      “I’m sorry.” Tears filled his eyes, his song magic flooding him with the family’s grief and worry. It was overwhelming, and it took a moment before he could speak again. He fought hard to disassociate himself from their emotion, hold it at bay, but even so, he was sure he must look like a miserable fool rather than the strong prince he’d wanted to show them. “I don’t.”

      Ariar swallowed, but resumed walking, stopping at Cuinn’s side and lifting a hand to his shoulder. “You look awful. Come and sit down.”

      “I’m fine.” Cuinn shook his head.

      “We didn’t know if you were even still alive.” Soar rose to his feet. “Your Wolves said you’d been badly hurt, that your wings…” Soar’s voice trailed off and every single Dumnorix in the room flinched as they all realised that his wings were gone.

      It was Alyna who spoke next, her eyes still unwaveringly on Cuinn. Grief drew deep lines on her face. “Is she dead?”

      Cuinn met her gaze. “She lives, Alyna. I don’t know how, or where she is, or even what happened to her. But she lives.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I can’t explain that to you.” He filled his voice with the conviction he felt, used it to keep his fear at bay. “But I’m certain.”

      Ariar’s hand returned to his shoulder, squeezing tightly before letting go. Soar leaned forward, eyes closing briefly. And Alyna let out a sob, sinking into a chair. She took a long, shuddering breath, then nodded. “Then we’ll find her. No matter what.”

      “I don’t want to give you false hope. Whatever happened… there’s no trace. Not a single clue to follow,” he said, then turned to Alyna, urgency thrumming through him. He had to make sure… “The Kingshield told me Theac and Corrin made it here. They warned you about Tarcos?”

      Ariar turned grim. “They did. Two days before a force of Montagni and Firthlander soldiers boiled out of the Ayrlemyre Mountains, trying to march north into Conmor. We’re at war, Cuinn.”

      “Without their warning, we wouldn’t have had forces ready. We may not have contained their first push,” Soar said quietly.

      “As it is, for now they remain contained in the mountains.” Ariar’s words were positive, but his voice was laced with bitterness. “It’s Viscarin all over again.”

      Cuinn searched his memory. Viscarin, architect of the Firthlander invasion of Conmor and Calumnia generations earlier. The man Cuinn’s ancestor Rianna had killed before giving the Twin Thrones to her younger brother Alendor, the ancestor of the people gathered in this room now.

      “Has Aeris been found?” he asked quietly.

      A moment’s silence, then, “He remains missing,” Soar said.

      And presumed dead. Soar didn’t have to say the words aloud. Tarcos had sent a Shadow to kill the king of the Twin Thrones—he would not have left his heir alive.

      “I’m sorry.” Cuinn wrapped his words in magic, reassurance mixed with empathy and a touch of shared grief. “Have you chosen a regent?”

      “We’re ruling by committee.” Ariar’s eyes strayed to Alyna. “With war so suddenly upon us we figure that’s best for now. At least until we know for certain about Aeris. And Talyn now too.”

      “And the lords?” he asked.

      “The Conmoran Lords’ Council is furious at the incursion into our territory and we fight daily to talk them down from their insistence on launching an all out invasion of Firthland and stretching our forces too thinly in the process. Fortunately, declaration of war remains in the remit of the Dumnorix,” Alyna said. “The Calumnian lords are anxious, but they trust us. For now.”

      Alyna’s glance in Cuinn’s direction spoke volumes. They needed Talyn here. As much as she would deny it until her dying breath, Talyn had been born to lead. And her strategic mind would have been the asset they needed to win the war. They needed her as regent.

      “Cuinn, we need to know what happened, what’s going on,” Alyna said sharply. “Your Wolves were only able to tell us pieces, enough to warn us, but that’s all. We can’t plan properly if we don’t know the whole story.”

      “That’s why I came.” Cuinn took a steadying breath. “To help you in any way I can.” And to ask for their help in return. But he couldn’t ask that straight out. He’d have to approach it carefully. Try and win their trust first.

      “Sit.” Soar pointed to a chair. “Tell us.”

      “It will be best if I start from the beginning,” he said, settling himself before he started talking.

      When he got to telling them about that horrible night, he did his best to relate the events calmly, but mostly failed. In several places his voice broke and he had to stop, gather himself, before continuing on. “Mithranar is fully under Azrilan’s control. Falcons loyal to me have either escaped Dock City or been killed. The harbour remains blockaded. Montagni merchant ships are still trading south to Firthland and the Twin Thrones, but there’s not much getting in and out of Dock City or Darmour. Plenty of smuggling traffic is sneaking across the channel in both directions, though, which is how I got out.”

      There was a long silence while each of them processed Cuinn’s story. He was glad of the respite. His mouth was dry and cracked and his palms were slicked with sweat; saying all that out loud had left him feeling like he’d run up a mountain and back.

      “You said…” Alyna visibly calmed herself. “You said there was no trace of what happened to Talyn, but you must have some idea.”

      It was in her cracking voice, in the flinch that rippled across both Soar and Ariar’s faces. They thought Talyn was dead. To them there could be no other explanation. They knew as well as Cuinn did that Talyn wouldn’t be missing if she were still alive. She would have found a way, she would have been there fighting with her Wolves, with Cuinn.

      Because she was warrior born. And she loved them. For a moment he couldn’t breathe. But Alyna’s question still hung on the air. And he did have an answer—he’d had enough time to think about what had happened, to put all the pieces he’d missed together in his mind.

      “My guess is that Savin led her and Zamaril into an ambush of some sort.” Cuinn forced the words out. Forced away that memory of the two of them walking away from him, off to meet the Shadow, unknowing of everything that was coming. “They disappeared after going to meet him.”

      Ariar rubbed a hand over his face, looking weary and beaten. “That’s the Shadow you said was posted to Mithranar on the Firthlander warlord’s orders?”

      “That’s what we thought,” Cuinn said bitterly. “Instead he was clearly loyal to Tarcos, and there to help Azrilan.”

      “You’re telling me you think a Shadow orchestrated Vengeance, half the Shadowhawk’s activities, Mithanis learning of Talyn’s parentage and almost getting her executed. All of it.” Soar’s expression was an odd mix of disbelieving and horrified.

      Cuinn frowned at his words. Something about them created a half-formed thought, an almost idea. But he couldn’t quite grab onto it.

      Alyna frowned. “Vengeance was never working for Montagn?”

      “They’re not innocent in all this, but no, they were manipulated by Savin.” Cuinn’s mouth curled, bitterness leaking from his words. “Used as a tool by Azrilan to seed unrest. Their original purpose—trying to make life better for the humans—was twisted to meet those ends. Tarcos wants to throw off the yoke of the Twin Thrones and claim your kingdom for his own. Azrilan wanted Mithranar and Montagn. They figured out they could help each other do that.”

      Bitterness and anger flared in the room, and Cuinn used a touch of magic to dampen it. He understood it, but the emotions were still too raw in himself for him to be able to manage those flaring around him too. Instead he changed the subject to practicalities. “Tarcos is not Viscarin, starting a war alone,” he said. “He has a powerful ally in my brother. Azrilan will bring Montagn into this war sooner rather than later.”

      “Are you sure?” Ariar asked.

      Cuinn nodded. “He will need time to establish his leadership in Arataire but as soon as he’s done that...”

      A heavy silence settled over the room.

      “When your Wolves told us about their alliance…” Alyna started, pausing before continuing. “I could scarcely believe it. I never saw this in Tarcos. He seemed a strong, capable young man. The perfect heir.”

      “None of us saw it,” Cuinn said bitterly. “But he hated that the Firthlander warlord was under the thumb of a Dumnorix sovereign, and he fomented that discontent amongst the niever-flyers and Armun. His uncle thought they were deserting. They weren’t—they were joining Tarcos’s secret army.”

      “We know,” Ariar said grimly. “The strange brigand movements into the foothills this past year? It was a distraction to keep our attention from the deeper mountains where Tarcos was ferrying in his traitor niever-flyers and Bearmen. Montagni too, we think, though only a token force.”

      Impotent frustration replaced the bitterness that had been hanging like a cloud over the room. The Dumnorix were berating themselves, furiously guilty they hadn’t noticed what was going on under their noses. The emotion was strikingly familiar—identical to how Cuinn felt—and oddly it comforted him. Made him feel a touch less out of place amongst them.

      “Forget what’s happened,” Cuinn said firmly, the same thing he’d told himself a hundred times. “You need to plan how to contain their invading force to the mountains once Azrilan starts sending Montagni troops in force. He’s got a big navy, and he’ll try to hit you in other places, probably your ports.”

      “And what about you?” Alyna asked carefully. “Why are you here, Prince Cuinn?”

      “I’m going to take back my throne,” he said quietly. “I’m no fool. I know I can’t do it now, not weakened and without support. I know it will take time. But I am determined.”

      “You should start with getting a healer to look at you,” Alyna said. “We’ll summon your Wolves too. They’ll want to see you.”

      He hesitated. Alyna’s words and tone were a clear dismissal, but impatience rose in him, unexpectedly strong. The sooner he secured the Dumnorix’s help, the sooner he could return home, start doing something to destroy his brother.

      But sense intervened. If he asked them now, when they still barely knew him and he looked like a trembling, grieving wreck, there would be no help forthcoming. No, he needed to win them to his side with something substantial. So he nodded. “Thank you. I’d really like to see them too.”

      

      He was so caught up in his thoughts, tossing over Soar’s words about Savin again and again to try and catch hold of the idea that had been sparked by them, that it took him a few moments to register the two familiar Callanan waiting for him outside. He stopped dead when he saw them, but had no idea what to say.

      Their gaze took in his lack of wings, his no doubt ragged appearance, and the fact he was alone.

      “She’s not with you?” Leviana asked.

      “No, I’m sorry. I…” He gritted his teeth at having to say the words aloud again. “We think she was lured to an ambush by a Shadow loyal to Tarcos, but after that… we just don’t know.” He cleared his throat. “It’s good to see you both.”

      “And you, Prince Cuinn.” Cynia tried for a smile, but didn’t quite succeed. His words hit both Callanan like a blow. It weighed hard on his magic. His shoulders sagged.

      After a moment, Leviana gave herself a little shake, as if trying to dispel her worry. “We’re sorry too, for what happened in Mithranar.”

      Cuinn took a breath. “I need to go and see my Wolves. Will you walk with me?”

      “We’d love to.” Leviana fell into step with him, Cynia flanking his other side. “How long are you staying?”

      “Hopefully not long,” he said in a non-committal tone.

      A shared glance full of something he couldn’t read.

      “And then what?” Cynia asked.

      “I’m still thinking on that.” It was as close as he was willing to get to an admission that he had no idea.

      “What about getting Talyn back?” Leviana said sharply.

      He sucked in a breath, stung. “If I had any idea where she was, there is nothing that could stop me from… but there are people looking for her. Good people who have the skills I don’t. Wherever she is, I know she’s fighting too,” he added. “You know that. She’ll find her way back.”

      Neither of them disputed his words. Cynia reached out to touch his shoulder briefly. He instantly felt better.

      Soon after they came to a stop outside a non-descript door in a relatively busy hallway. He searched for a way to break the awkward silence that had fallen, and his mind once again went to Soar’s words earlier. “Can I ask something?”

      “Anything,” Leviana said.

      “The Armun and Shadows that were posted in Calumnia and Conmor when Tarcos invaded. What happened to them?”

      “They were arrested and taken south to be held at Callanan Tower. Indefinitely.” Cynia’s voice was cold.

      “Has anyone thought to ask them whether they support what Tarcos is doing? Surely you could use the services of a good spy or assassin right now.”

      “Armun and Shadows are trained in manipulation and lies. We couldn’t be sure anything they were telling us was the truth.” This from Leviana.

      Cuinn mulled that over for a moment. The idea tickled at his mind again. Savin. What he’d done in Dock City. How he’d… Cuinn’s eyes widened as he realised what his brain had been trying to tell him.

      “What?” Leviana asked suspiciously.

      He tried to tamp down the excitement that flared in him. It was crazy, crazier than deciding to leave Mithranar entirely and come to Port Lachley. He didn’t care. “Is there an Armun you do trust? Someone you’ve worked with before, someone Talyn and Sari trusted too?”

      Leviana and Cynia looked at each other. Turned back to Cuinn.

      “Saundin.” They spoke at the same time.

      “Do you have a way of getting in contact with him, discreetly?”

      Another shared glance. “It’s possible.”

      Relief loosened some of the constant tightness he carried around his chest. Maybe he could find a way. One step at a time.

      Until he could fix everything.
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      Once Cynia and Leviana left him, Cuinn knocked on the door they’d led him to. He wasn’t sure how to describe how he felt as he stood there and waited for one of his Wolves to answer. Whatever the tumult of emotion was, it left his heart thundering and sweat slicking his palms.

      It felt like an age before the door swung open and Theac Parksin stood there.

      The veteran warrior’s grizzled face stilled in shock at the sight of Cuinn. He only had to take half a step forward and Cuinn moved to meet him, finding himself enveloped in the brawny man’s fierce hug.

      He’d lived his whole life without a father, but sometimes Cuinn thought having Theac at his side this past year more than made up for that.

      Theac let him go too quickly, eyes widening in horror as he registered Cuinn’s lack of wings. “The flea-bitten bastards, what did they do to you?”

      “Jystar couldn’t save my wings. But I’m okay, truly.” Cuinn forced the words out. “You have no idea how good it is to see you. I couldn’t be sure you’d made it here safely, and... your wife? Corrin and his sisters? Evani?”

      “All safe here,” Theac assured him, then seemed to realise they were still standing in the doorway. “Come in.”

      He followed Theac through to a small sitting area where a fire burned happily in the grate. Neither sat down. Cuinn wasn’t sure what to say next, but Theac spoke before he needed to.

      “I’ve wanted to go back, every minute of every day, since we got here,” Theac said roughly. “But I didn’t know what happened to you, and with the Ciantar gone too... I didn’t even know where to start.”

      “Your priority was to keep your family safe and warn the Dumnorix. Those were your orders,” Cuinn said, infusing his voice with magic to impress upon the man how sincere he was. “Theac, you did the right thing.”

      “I felt a traitor to you, lad.”

      “I would never consider you a traitor.” Cuinn added more magic to his voice, calming the man’s guilt. Theac visibly relaxed before him.

      “You’re okay?” Theac asked.

      He wasn’t asking about Cuinn’s physical health, and they both knew it. Cuinn took a breath, met his gaze, and told the truth. “I’m so terrified for Talyn that I can’t think straight sometimes, and I miss her like a constant, fierce ache, and I grieve terribly for those we lost. I’m not certain I can do what I need to do next. But I am going to try anyway. I’m going to fight. You have my word.”

      Theac took a steadying breath. “I’m glad to hear it, Your Highness.”

      “Tell me about your family, Corrin, they’re well?”

      “Corrin and Evani are out training with the Kingshield—they spend most of their days in the yards with them. And Errana is helping in the kitchens, she insisted on it as a way to repay your family’s kindness in letting us stay here. Her girls are at lessons with the other children of court.”

      “Evani is training?” Cuinn finally sat in one of the chairs by the fire, hoping Theac would do the same.

      “Halun’s loss tore her up. After so long apart, for them to be reunited, and then...” Theac cleared his throat, eyes glistening. It took him a moment before he could go on, and Cuinn was glad, it gave him time to manage his own clawing grief. Theac sat eventually, hands clasped. “She wants to be a Wolf like him. And the training gives them both a purpose. Something to hold onto.”

      “You’re worried about Corrin?” He sensed it in the man’s voice.

      “He trains obsessively.” Theac scowled. “He has no other outlet for the rage and grief he feels.”

      “And you?” Cuinn asked quietly.

      “I struggle too.” Theac relaxed into his chair. “But Errana calms the worst of it, and the girls’ smiles help me forget, even if just for a moment.”

      The door opened before Cuinn could say any more and Errana entered, carrying a steaming pot. Its delicious scent made Cuinn’s stomach growl. Theac rose quickly to take it from her and carry it over to the family’s dining table.

      Errana looked as overcome as her husband had been to see Cuinn standing in her lounge. Their sheer joy at seeing him made Cuinn feel loved, and another piece of his strength returned, more pain turning to tough scar tissue.

      Corrin’s sisters arrived soon after, home for their lunch, and Errana fussed over Cuinn, placing a large bowl of stew, warm bread and a mug of cider in front of him. While he ate, she and Theac took turns telling him of what their lives had been like in Port Lachley.

      Both girls were reluctant to leave to return to their afternoon lessons, but eventually Errana shooed them out, leaving Theac and Cuinn sitting alone.

      “Tell me everything, laddie,” Theac instructed.

      He did, passing on everything that had happened since they’d parted on the streets of Dock City on that horrible night. Theac’s habitual scowl didn’t change much throughout the recounting, except to show a flash of surprise at how helpful Saniya had been.

      Once Cuinn had finished, Theac scratched his beard and looked away. “No news on the Ciantar?”

      Cuinn merely shook his head.

      “What do you intend to do next?” Theac asked, voice gruffer than usual.

      “I barely know where to start, but I’m here to ask the Dumnorix for help, if they’ll give it. I have another idea too, but I need some time to mull it over more.”

      “And these hounds of Azrilan’s, you think they’ll track you here?”

      “I have no doubt.” Fear thrilled through Cuinn, and he was glad Theac had no song magic to pick it up. “It’s just a matter of time. I can’t stay too long.”

      “Understood.” Theac grunted. “Nobody will touch you while you’re with me, Your Highness.”

      Cuinn smiled for the first time since Talyn’s disappearance. Theac’s response, his tone and the words, were just so… Theac, that he couldn’t help it.

      Bootsteps sounded approaching the door, and Theac instinctively reached for his axe, but Cuinn stopped him. “It’s Corrin.”

      “You can tell that?”

      “His emotions are familiar to me.” Cuinn paused. “He has an edge of heartbreak to his feelings, ever since…”

      Theac nodded in understanding. Since Talyn and Zamaril had gone. Sharing a look with Theac, Errana left the room.

      Moments later Corrin came through the front door. He halted halfway across the room, gaze taking in Cuinn sitting with Theac. “Your Highness.” Undisguised relief and hope shone from the young man’s green eyes. “You’re alive.”

      Cuinn stood. “Yes, Corrin. And I’m gladder than I can say to see you standing in front of me.”

      “I…” Corrin’s grief hit Cuinn like a hammer. “I thought… I thought everything was gone, that we’d lost everything.”

      “We’ve lost a lot,” Cuinn said somberly. “But not everything.” As he said the words, he realised how true they were. There were things left to fight for. And he would fight.

      “The Ciantar?”

      Cuinn forced himself not to wince as Corrin’s hope and grief slammed into him again. It wasn’t just Talyn that Corrin was so desperately worried about either. “I don’t know. We haven’t been able to learn anything about what happened to her or Zamaril. I’m sorry.”

      Corrin’s shoulders sagged and the light went out of his eyes. The Wolf’s pain echoed Cuinn’s own so much that for a moment he couldn’t breathe. To try and quell the emotion he stepped away and returned to his seat. “To take back the throne, I’ll need the Wolves. They’re hiding in the north, under Windsong’s command. I’ve given orders for them to stay hidden and recruit where they can.”

      “What about us?” Corrin asked. Already he was pulling himself back together, shoulders straightening, determination flashing on his face.

      “Theac, I’d like you and Evani to stay with me for now.” He needed the man more than he was willing to admit, and it would be foolish to send away all his Talyn-trained bodyguards, reluctant as he was to place them in any kind of danger. “Corrin, you’ll leave now, this afternoon. Go down to the harbour and get on the next ship to Acleu.” He paused. “You’ll have to rely on Saniya’s people to get you from Acleu to Darmour, but the Wolves need you with them.”

      Corrin’s eyes glittered with relief and excitement and he bowed low. “I’ll farewell Mam and leave now, Your Highness.”

      Cuinn reached out to grip his shoulder. “Thank you. Knowing you’re there with them will ease my mind.”

      Corrin saluted. His eyes closed briefly, then he opened them, smiled and was gone.

      

      Three days later, Cynia and Leviana visited, and the three of them took a walk along the battlements, braving the cold air to discreetly discuss a message for their Armun friend, Saundin.

      “We don’t know how long this will take to get to him,” Cynia warned. “Especially now. It could be weeks. Months even.”

      He chafed at those words. It wasn’t quick enough. Nothing felt quick enough. But there was no fast way to bring Azrilan down. He was in such a position of strength and power that only time and clever planning had a chance. He knew that. He just wished that the constant ball of anxiety that resided in his stomach would ease. “I appreciate you doing this, no matter how long it takes.”

      “Are you going to tell us why you want to talk to him?” Leviana’s curiosity was bursting from her.

      “No. Not until I speak to him and figure out if my idea is even viable.”

      “Are you just going to stay here in the meantime?” Cynia asked. “Wait for the Dumnorix to warm up enough to agree to ally with you? In all honesty, Prince Cuinn, without Talyn here, I think you’ve set yourself an impossible task.”

      He shrugged, trying not to let on that he didn’t have a good answer to that. He’d come to win an alliance with the Dumnorix, but how long could he afford to linger before Azrilan’s hounds found him? Cynia was right. From reading their emotions the other day, it was clear the Dumnorix family’s minds were preoccupied by the war, worried about their ability to win it. There was no way they were going to be willing to tie their fortunes to him, not unless he gave them a reason to. “I have to try anyway.”

      Besides, even if he did leave, where would he go? Back to Darmour, and place his Wolves in danger while they were still recovering, trying to rebuild? Back to Dock City, where he risked exposing Saniya’s new network?

      He was a liability, and he hated that.

      An ear-piercing scream sounded above, drawing all their attention to where a SkyRider rode the icy drafts high in the sky. The eagle drifted through cloudbanks, appearing for a few moments before disappearing again.

      “I sometimes wonder if I should have chosen SkyRiding over the Callanan,” Leviana mused. “Imagine soaring through the sky like that?”

      Cuinn’s heart clenched, and he looked away, fingers curling into fists at his sides.

      Cynia snorted. “You? Living most of the year inside a rocky mountain in the middle of a freezing mountain range? Never.”

      “You make a fair point.”

      “I’m going to go before Theac starts to panic that I’ve been out of his sight for too long,” he said abruptly. “Thanks for your help.”

      They let him go, their sympathy and concern following him all the way to the edge of his magical range. He tried to ignore it, to focus on figuring out his next steps instead.

      How was he going to win the Dumnorix to him?
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      He blinked awake into darkness, a shudder rippling through his song magic.

      For a moment he had no idea what had awoken him so suddenly. The room was quiet. Faint moonlight shone through the curtained window.

      Slow to catch up, his sleepy thoughts didn’t process what the faint blurring of the shadows by his bed meant until something heavy landed on his chest and he found himself staring up into a pair of eyes filled with cold resolve.

      “THEAC!” he managed to bellow as he lurched upward, throwing out his song magic desperately. The wave of fear he flooded the assassin with was enough to give him the leverage he needed to throw off their weight, but it wasn’t fast enough to completely avoid the glinting blade slicing towards his throat.

      It cut into his left arm, a stabbing line of agony. Blood sprayed, and Cuinn grunted in pain as he moved for the edge of the bed. The knife slashed again, slicing along his side as he threw himself to the floor in a desperate attempt to get clear.

      He hit the stone hard, legs half tangled in the blankets, at the same moment the door slammed open and light flooded the room. The Shadow, about to lunge at Cuinn again, reacted with enviable speed, throwing the knife at Theac’s throat instead.

      A quick sabai move saved the Wolf, and the blade chipped into the stone wall before falling to the floor with a clatter. Theac was moving before it landed, axe swinging, trying to get in between the Shadow and Cuinn.

      Cuinn scrambled back towards the window, knowing Theac needed room to fight and for Cuinn to keep himself clear so he wasn’t a distraction. The Shadow hesitated for single heartbeat between the two targets, before making the same decision Talyn would have made—Cuinn was trapped against the wall with nowhere to go and Theac was the more dangerous adversary.

      He went for Theac, two more knives flashing in his hands.

      “You picked the wrong target to assassinate, you piece of fleashit.” Theac’s scowl was fiercer than Cuinn had ever seen it, his focus utterly locked in on his target, mouth curled in a silent snarl.

      Cuinn’s magic could sense his confidence, his skill, matched against the Shadow’s darkness. He controlled his fear to prevent it leaking to Theac and distracting him. Instead, he wrapped the Shadow in it. He filled him with unease, lack of confidence, tugged at his focus.

      Theac’s first swing barely missed the Shadow, who sidestepped, recovered, but then faltered as Cuinn pounded him with more doubt and fear. He did it remorselessly, not allowing himself to think of the Shadow’s inevitable death. He had to save himself and Theac.

      Theac’s next strike was too fast, sweeping in to take the man’s head off in a single strike. Cuinn flinched as blood sprayed, then doubled over when the Shadow’s death and fear slammed into him. He gasped in a breath.

      “You all right?” Theac barked, gaze scanning the room, axe held ready.

      “Fine,” Cuinn forced out. After a few more moments of focus, he was able to sit up. It was then he became aware of the stinging pain in his arm and side. “He got a few cuts in, but nothing life threatening. I think.”

      “That a Shadow?”

      “Yep.”

      Theac sheathed his axe and reached down to help him up. “Nasty piece of work. Let’s get you to one of the Dumnorix and call the Kingshield.”

      “Not yet.” Cuinn managed to straighten, get to his feet. The stinging in his arm was turning into fiery pain, and he gritted his teeth against it. “Can you go and find Levs and Cynia? I want to talk to them first.”

      

      A half-turn later, the four of them sat in Theac’s rooms, talking by the fire while Cynia briskly cleaned and bandaged Cuinn’s wounds. He bore her ministrations as stoically as he could even though it hurt like crazy. Luckily neither was life threatening, though the gash on his arm was deep.

      The two Callanan had informed the Kingshield commander in the castle and sent a message to the Dumnorix. A servant had arrived a quarter-turn earlier with a politely worded request to come and speak with the family immediately.

      He’d promised to come soon, and then Evani had closed the door on the poor man.

      “You can’t stay in Port Lachley,” Cynia said as she wrapped gauze around his stitched arm. “They found you remarkably quickly and it’s pure luck they only sent one Shadow to test the waters. You’ll have to leave, and fast, before they try again.”

      “That’s not entirely true,” Leviana disagreed. “Even a bunch of Shadow assassins won’t get through a full Kingshield detail. Not after what happened to King Aethain. The Kingshield have trained for that happening again.”

      “I don’t warrant a Kingshield detail,” Cuinn said simply. “They’re for Dumnorix only.”

      He could almost hear Talyn’s voice in his head then, telling him to demand a detail, that he had as much right to one as her family did. But he couldn’t. His identity was a secret—if he started walking around with a Kingshield detail, the secret risked getting exposed. Then he would lose any trust he was building with the Dumnorix.

      Leviana waved a hand. “Don’t play coy. Talyn told us your little secret. You ask for a guard, you’ll get one.”

      Theac cleared his throat. “What are they talking about?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Cuinn said firmly. “Azrilan wants me dead. He needs me dead. His hounds will keep coming for me.”

      He couldn’t stay. If nothing else, tonight had made something very clear. His people had no hope if he was killed; without Cuinn, who could successfully challenge Azrilan? His responsibility was to stay alive.

      But to do that, he had to be stronger. Better equipped to defend himself. He had to somehow learn to fight despite his song magic. So that if another assassin came for him, he could survive without help. So that he could go home without putting them all in danger.

      He thought back to his walk with the two Callanan earlier that day. What they’d discussed.

      And he wondered if maybe there was a way he could both learn to defend himself and get out of Port Lachley to somewhere much more difficult for a Shadow or Armun to get to him.

      A way to make the Dumnorix see him differently. A way to spend his time productively while he waited for Saundin.

      He rose abruptly. “Let’s go talk to the family.”

      

      Despite exhaustion and lingering soreness, not to mention he’d come inches from dying only a full-turn earlier, Cuinn felt buoyant, energised, as he walked through the halls. Talyn had always said that big problems just needed to be broken down into small steps.

      He had some of those steps now, and the path ahead felt clearer. Confidence in his decision to come to Port Lachley rose, dispelling the doubt that had been weighing so heavily in his chest.

      The Dumnorix were all on their feet, on edge, their unease hitting Cuinn like a wall as he approached them. The attack on Cuinn had been too much like the night when their king had been assassinated.

      “There you are,” Alyna snapped. “Where have you been?”

      “Deciding what to do next with my advisors,” he said simply.

      Alyna’s gaze flicked to the closed doors—Theac, Cynia and Leviana had stayed outside instead of coming in. As deeply as he trusted them, if Shadows were on his tail, then the fewer people who knew his plans, the safer he’d be.

      “And?”

      “Tarcos gave Azrilan a group of Armun and Shadows—Azrilan sent them after me, though I didn’t realise they’d find me here so quickly,” Cuinn said. “I can’t stay here now. Not where I’m so visible.”

      “You have our protection here, Cuinn,” Ariar said. “What happened tonight won’t occur again. We’ve increased the Kingshield presence throughout the castle and—”

      Cuinn raised a hand, stopping him. “I didn’t come here to hide out in your castle forever. I have strong magic, but I need more than that if I want to take my throne back.” His gaze settled on the Sky Chieftain. “I want to learn to fly again.”

      Soar’s eyebrows shot upwards in surprise. “You want to train to be a SkyRider?”

      “I do.”

      “Prince Cuinn, no,” Alyna said firmly. “The mountains are the most dangerous place in the Twin Thrones right now. SkyRiders are flying and fighting every day.”

      “Mothduriem remains safe—it’s too high for the nievers to fly. And these hounds of Azrilan’s will find it difficult to get into the mountains without being noticed, no matter how good they are. Besides, if nobody but us knows where Cuinn has gone, they likely won’t even learn where he is, at least for a while,” Soar pointed out.

      “He’s a foreign prince,” Alyna protested. “He can’t be a SkyRider.”

      A tense silence fell. Cuinn debated whether to reveal that Talyn had told him the truth about his blood—he was increasingly confident this was the best way forward. Not only could he fly again, but he could learn to fight, and Soar was right about the hounds finding it hard to track him to Mothduriem. But rather than making them feel threatened by telling them he knew he was a Dumnorix and demanding it as his right, perhaps instead he could use a touch of song magic to convince them—

      “Cuinn is one of us,” Ariar spoke suddenly, determinedly. “It is his right. Callanan, SkyRider or Aimsir.” He aimed a small smile at Cuinn. “You picked wrong, Cousin. I would have welcomed you into my Aimsir.”

      At the look on Ariar’s face, warmth unfolded inside Cuinn like a comforting blanket on a cold winter’s day. There was welcome in that look. Family. A smile curled at Cuinn’s mouth. “You knew?”

      Ariar shrugged. “I know Talyn. When she trusts, she doesn’t hold back. I have no doubts she told you.”

      Cuinn bit his lip, throat closing over in an utterly embarrassing fashion.

      “She would never have betrayed…” Alyna’s words died as she saw the look on Cuinn’s face, and horrified shock rippled over her expression.

      “How long have you known?” Soar asked, grim and worried.

      “A few months,” he said, and left it at that. These people were his family, but he didn’t know them, and they didn’t trust him, especially with Talyn gone. He wouldn’t make promises he couldn’t keep.

      “Nobody can know.” Alyna was firm, uncompromising. “No matter what Talyn said to you, the consequences of this getting out—”

      “I’m fully aware,” Cuinn cut over her. “Nobody will hear it from me. I swear it.”

      “And we should trust you?” Soar’s voice had a note of helplessness to it.

      “I would never betray Talyn’s confidence,” he said quietly. “You can trust that.”

      Alyna was upset, but she didn’t protest any further. Soar rubbed a hand over his face. “Ariar is correct. If you want to be a SkyRider, Cuinn, it is your right.”

      “Thank you,” Cuinn said.

      “We’ll leave for Mothduriem at dawn,” Soar said simply. “Just the two of us. That way we make sure nobody knows where we’ve gone.”

      “That’s too dangerous—” Alyna began, but Soar cut her off.

      “No assassin would ever think two Dumnorix would travel alone without any guards,” he pointed out. “A single SkyRider departing the castle won’t draw any undue attention.”

      “I agree that I need to go as soon as possible, but there’s more for me to tell you. Things that might help you.” Cuinn had filled them in on the most important details of what had happened over the past couple of days, but not everything. “If you don’t mind skipping some sleep tonight, I’d like to do that before I leave.”

      Alyna eyed him for a long moment, then gave a short nod. “I’ll send for the First Blade and First Shield, and ask the servants for some hot tea and food.”

      

      “I didn’t see any warships docked in Acleu when I left, but I wouldn’t be surprised if Azrilan begins gathering a fleet sooner rather than later.” Cuinn spoke to those gathered at the table. Candles flickered. Outside was the deep night of the pre-dawn hours. The scent of herbal tea and buttery cake filled his nose. He hadn’t touched either.

      “There’s no chance your brother reneges on their deal now he’s got everything he wants from Tarcos?” Alyna asked.

      Cuinn thought back to that night. Tarcos and Azrilan standing together, the way they’d glanced at each other. There’d been trust there, his magic sensing an odd kind of kinship, maybe even something more. “I think Azrilan will honour their deal,” he said.

      “A Montagni war fleet will hit us everywhere they can,” Ariar said. “But we have the advantage of our shallow coastline.”

      Cuinn threw him a questioning look. “They don’t have to anchor at port, right, they can offload soldiers onto smaller boats offshore to ferry them in?”

      “True, but they need to be able to anchor close enough to make ferrying soldiers in practical,” Alyna said. “If you combine that with sections of the coastline that aren’t too rugged for landing troops, it still limits the number of places they could attempt it.”

      “Where?” Cuinn asked.

      Soar leaned forward and began pointing out places on the map. “Port Lachley, Ryathl, Darsein, two uninhabited spots on the east and west coast of the Ayrlemyre range. Plus here near the Wraithwoods, and here, here and here.” He stabbed at Port Lathilly last.

      “Two of those spots are on Conmor’s north coast.” Cuinn frowned. Alyna was right—there were limited locations, but if Montagn hit them all at once… He wished Talyn were here, she’d be able to pick apart Azrilan’s likely attack strategy in moments, but his brain didn’t work like hers.

      “Tarcos is already coming at us from the east, trying to push more and more troops into the mountains, so they in turn can put pressure on our lines trying to hold them there,” Ariar said. “We’ll be in trouble if Azrilan opens up another front to the north.”

      “Why is Tarcos pushing troops into rugged mountain territory instead of hitting Port Lathilly or other populated spots down the west coast?” Cuinn asked.

      “He’s been using the uninhabited mountain coastline to ferry warriors in under our noses for at least a year now, preparing,” Ariar said. “That’s given him an established beachhead to securely land ships and more troops. And it’s not like we can just go in there and take them out. The Ayrlemyre region is so massive we could waste months just trying to find them in there.”

      “He’s playing the long game,” Soar added. “Rather than risking splitting his naval strength to hit well-defended ports along the east coast, he’s funneling his forces through the mountains to try and break out into southern Conmor. He knows once that happens, we’re in trouble. Bearmen and niever-flyers marching into the vulnerable farmland of southern Conmor? Let’s just say it would be difficult to contain.”

      “As it stands, we’re in a good position. Our SkyRiders, Aimsir and Callanan bolstering the regular army are effective enough to hold the Firthlanders penned in the mountains indefinitely,” Alyna said briskly. “But that is why Montagn worries us so much.”

      “If Azrilan has smart commanders, they’ll hit us in the north, wait till we divert troops from the mountains to defend, then send more ships south to hit the west coast and Ryathl. We’re still several months from winter, so the western seas will be navigable,” Soar said grimly. “Once that happens, it’s over. We’ll lose. We don’t have the numbers to fight on that many fronts—not against the sheer numbers Montagn and Firthland combined can throw at us.”

      A heavy silence fell. It was clear they’d discussed this before—they’d simply been repeating it for Cuinn’s benefit. He stared at the map, putting together what he’d seen in Acleu with trying to imagine how Talyn would attack the problem. Before he left the Dumnorix, he needed to make an impression on them. Something to build off when he returned.

      An answer sprang out at him.

      “You need to take out Azrilan’s ships before they reach your coast.” He looked up, energy coursing through him. “Destroy them with your SkyRiders. You can use flaming arrows spiked with izerdia, yes? The Montagni don’t have niever-flyers, their ships will be vulnerable. And if Tarcos sends his niever-flyers to help them, then his ships coming from the east will be easier targets.”

      The Dumnorix glanced at each other. Cuinn’s eagerness died—of course they’d already thought of this.

      “Two problems with that.” Soar sat forward. “First, my legions are finite. I need almost the entire force to hold the Firthlanders inside the mountains while also hitting his ships crossing the channel carrying more troops. I could only spare a legion or two for what you’re suggesting. Second, the ocean between us and Montagn is massive… with only a handful of legions to spare, there’s no way for us to cover the ground we’d need in order to spot them before they hit us.”

      Another thrill of excitement went through him. They hadn’t thought of everything. The excitement died a little when he considered how Saniya would react to what he was about to suggest, but he shrugged it off. She had suggested an alliance, after all.

      “I can help with that. So can your Callanan.”

      Several pairs of eyes snapped to him. His song magic picked up a flash of hope, quickly buried.

      “How?” Alyna frowned.

      “I have contacts in an… underground network in Dock City and Acleu. Smugglers and criminals by trade. They can send warning by bird when the Montagni warships leave port, how many there are, how they’re armed, all that stuff—then you’ll know when they’re coming and can make some educated guesses to help narrow your search window for the SkyRiders.”

      “Where do my Callanan come into this?” The First Blade lifted an eyebrow.

      “Deploy your warriors to Acleu. I’ve seen what Talyn can do, what she trained my Wolves to do. They can sabotage the ships before they leave port, kill their captains and officers, help my network find information on when the next assault force is leaving. Maybe even steal any izerdia they’re carrying.” Cuinn’s eagerness was back. “They can reduce the threat before it even reaches you.”

      Alyna held his gaze, considering. “How would we get them into Acleu?”

      “Merchant traffic is still operating between Port Lachley and Acleu, it’s how I got here. Your Callanan can travel that way and take as many messenger birds as they can with them. It’s not foolproof—you’ll need to figure out how to replenish the birds or work out some other way to communicate discreetly, especially if trade shuts down when Montagn joins the war. But my people might be able to help with that too.”

      “What do you think?” Ariar looked at the First Blade.

      “I think my warriors can do everything he’s suggesting,” Shia said evenly, her small frame vibrating with supressed excitement. “Send us in, Your Highness.”

      “If we know when the ships leave port and how many there are, we have a much greater chance of targeting a search to intercept them out at sea,” Soar said slowly. “And if the force is already weakened by Callanan sabotage, then a single legion should be all that’s needed to take them out.”

      “We can take the plan to the Lords’ Council today,” Ariar said.

      Alyna rose. “We’ll do it. Shia, have your warriors ready to leave as soon as possible.”

      “Thank you, Cuinn.” Ariar nodded at him.

      It was on the tip of his tongue to ask for an alliance in that moment—the assistance of his network in Acleu contingent on their agreement. But he held himself back. Even if they did agree now, he still couldn’t remain in Port Lachley. No, he’d go to the SkyRiders, learn to be a warrior, and by the time he returned, Saniya’s people and his would hopefully have provided substantial help. Then he’d have leverage to work with. “I just hope it helps.”

      As the meeting broke up, Cuinn crossed to the First Blade. “May I make a suggestion, First Blade?”

      Faint irritation rippled across the woman’s face. “Let me guess, you want me to send Warriors Seinn and Leed with the Callanan contingent I deploy to Acleu?”

      He smiled faintly. “I do.”

      “It will be done.”

      “Cuinn?” Soar’s voice called across the hall; the Sky Chieftain was lingering by the door. “Ready to go?”

      Cuinn straightened. “I’m ready.”

      Time to go to Mothduriem. And learn to fly again.
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      Talyn limped beside Kaeri, doing her best not to wince with every step and failing miserably. Even though the wounds on her back were finally closing over, forming tender, tight scar tissue, she couldn’t raise her arms above her head without them pulling painfully, and even walking she constantly felt them tugging.

      Kaeri had warned her not to overextend herself. “If the scars open up, there’s a high chance of infection setting in again, and your body won’t survive that.”

      A fortnight had passed.

      Two weeks since Talyn had first woken free of fever and begun her recovery. Kaeri had forced her to her feet, moving slowly, within the limits of pain she could handle. After a while, boredom had become as much of a problem as the lingering weakness and pain. Once her mind had regained its lucidity, sitting or lying endlessly on her pallet with nothing to do for full-turn after full-turn each day while Kaeri and the other women were gone came close to driving her mad.

      Sari had saved her. They’d talked, mostly about small things, good memories from their time in the Callanan, anything to stop Talyn worrying about what had happened to Cuinn, her family, the Wolves.

      As the pain receded and her strength returned, the need to know what had happened grew stronger and stronger. As much as she tried, she was never able to banish the ball of worry and fear that constantly resided in the pit of her stomach.

      She still hadn’t told Kaeri who she was, but was confident now that the ahara’s daughter hadn’t recognised Talyn. Neither of the other two women sharing the hut had shown a shred of recognition around her either.

      Someone had put her in this camp, though. The terrible but obvious conclusion was that Montagn had invaded Mithranar as the Callanan informant had warned them, and they’d taken out the threat Talyn had posed by sending Savin to ambush her.

      Which meant Talyn had failed miserably at being Ciantar. At protecting her home.

      Sari’s hesitated. “Even if you’re right, that theory doesn’t explain why they left you alive. Or how Kaeri ended up in here too.”

      Talyn agreed—and that wasn’t the only thing that was nagging at her. “If it was Montagn that invaded, why were Bearmen there when Savin ambushed us?”

      “Are you sure that’s what you saw? You’d been stabbed, and then you were in a fever a long time. You might not be remembering accurately.”

      “Maybe.” She swallowed, then whispered her deepest fear. “They might be dead.”

      “Or they might not be. Have some faith in the warriors you trained, Tal. Have faith in Cuinn,” Sari said briskly. “You need to talk to Kaeri.”

      “I do.” But she had wanted to wait until she was out of the hut first, until she got a better idea of the camp, the guards. Of her situation. At least that’s what she told herself. The truth was, part of her was too afraid to hear the answers Kaeri might have. She wasn’t sure she was strong enough yet.

      But now there were no further excuses to delay. Kaeri had returned to their hut the previous night to tell her that the guards insisted she begin working, delivering the news with her typical bluntness. “It’s either that or they decide you’re worthless and they kill you.”

      So Talyn had joined Kaeri and the other two women of their hut when they left not long after dawn. She followed as they formed a line that then joined other snaking lines of women moving along muddy paths leading through the collection of living huts towards another part of the camp.

      Emerging from the dim confines of the hut into fresh air and open space gave Talyn an unexpected jolt of relief and energy. She took deep breaths, savouring the breeze on her skin. The urge to do something hit her again, stronger than it had since she’d woken. A few glances came her way, then shifted away when she caught them.

      “You sure the guards said nothing when they brought me into your hut?”

      “I’ve told you everything I know.” Kaeri lost patience quickly, and Talyn’s repeated questions often made the young woman snappy. “And before you ask, no, they haven’t asked after you apart from nagging me to get you on your feet to work.”

      “Sorry.” She frowned, catching on to the fact more and more slaves were staring at her. “What is everyone looking at? Is it because I’m new?”

      “It’s because you’re a terrible sight.”

      Talyn winced. “That bad huh?”

      “You’re sure you want to know? Most women wouldn’t.”

      Talyn gave her a look.

      Kaeri shrugged. “You’re painfully thin, your skin has this horrible sickly hue, and you have purple shadows that look like bruises under your eyes. Don’t get me started on the state of your hair. Then there’s the mass of scar tissue visible at the top of your shirt and the healing scar along the left side of your forehead. It clashes nicely with the blue slave tattoo on your left cheek.”

      “Blue.” She frowned. Registered for the first time the colour of the tattoos on faces around her. “Aren’t they usually green?”

      Kaeri gave her an odd look. “Green tattoos are for household slaves. Blue for labour camp workers. You don’t seem bothered by my accounting of your appearance.”

      “Appearances aren’t important.” How she looked had never mattered much to Talyn. And on the scale of things causing her anxiety at the moment, her appearance was pretty low down the list. She was lucky to have survived, no matter the scars. “Thank you for what you did for me,” she added.

      “It was nothing.”

      “It wasn’t nothing,” Talyn said firmly. “I’m alive today because you wouldn’t let me die. I want you to know I’m grateful.”

      “You have an uncommonly positive attitude for someone who is crippled and trapped in a slave labour camp.” Kaeri turned away.

      “Now that you put it that way...” Talyn said, mouth twitching in a smile.

      Kaeri smiled back. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      Talyn hesitated a moment, then, “My name is Talyn. I remembered it.”

      “Oh.” Kaeri didn’t seem to associate the name with anything in particular, and gave a casual shrug. “Nice to meet you, Talyn. Remember much else?”

      “Yes.” Talyn almost launched into it right there. Maybe knowing who she was would make Kaeri more willing to talk about what had happened, what she knew—Talyn’s desperation to know was eating at her. But they were surrounded by listening ears, and by now she was satisfied the camp guards either didn’t know or didn’t care who she was. Best not to risk changing that. “I’d rather talk about it in private.”

      Kaeri’s eyes narrowed, but she said nothing further.

      Talyn looked around her as they walked, taking everything in. The hut she’d been recovering in was one amongst hundreds of others, all grouped close together in the southwestern corner of the camp. Dirt pathways wove between and around them, and a latrine pit ran along the northern edge of the area, its purpose unmistakable from the nauseating smell drifting from that direction.

      She glanced at Kaeri—the woman had been carrying a pot with Talyn’s waste to that pit every single day. Gratitude filled her again. Along with a hint of discomfort.

      “Don’t thank me again,” Kaeri said gruffly, catching the direction of Talyn’s gaze. “And don’t think I’ll be doing it anymore. You can take yourself from now on.”

      On the other side of the latrine pits was more housing stretching towards the northern fence line. Over there, lines of male slaves were weaving through similar pathways and heading in the same direction as Kaeri and Talyn.

      “Those huts house the male slaves,” Kaeri confirmed before Talyn could ask. “They keep us strictly apart when we’re not eating or working.”

      “How many entrances to the camp?” Talyn’s gaze roved the area, but she couldn’t see any break in the high wired fence surrounding the western edge of the residential area. Her brain, a little rusted over, creaked into use. Started to catalogue options.

      “One. On the eastern side of camp. It’s heavily guarded in case you were getting ideas.”

      “I was just asking.”

      “Guards patrol the entire fence line all day and night, in case a slave took it into their heads to try and climb it.”

      “Noted.”

      “They also have dogs to track anyone who happens to make it over the fence and slip by the patrolling guards.”

      “Right.”

      “And this camp is in an isolated area. The nearest village—which has its own barracks housing a full division of soldiers—is at least a day’s hike away.”

      “Useful, thank you,” Talyn said mildly, carefully noting Kaeri’s information, filing it away for later use.

      “You’re welcome.” Bitterness edged Kaeri’s voice, and Talyn frowned.

      As they approached the edge of the residential area, her scanning gaze snagged on a large field to the northeast. Orderly rows of Montagni soldiers filled the space, sparring in pairs in the morning sun. Each followed a strict drill—making it appear more like they were all participating in an intricate dance—and bellowed loudly with each strike. They were massive men, with broad shoulders and long, bushy beards.

      “They look formidable,” Talyn commented.

      Kaeri said, “They’re Berserkers. I certainly wouldn’t want to fight one.”

      Talyn’s gaze lingered on them. They fought as if they were completely unaware of the warm sun beating down on them, or the gusting wind tugging at their balance and perfect footwork. Each order shouted by their leader at the edge of the field was obeyed instantly and with enviable skill.

      “Is it usual for a labour camp to have its own complement of Berserkers?” Talyn asked.

      Kaeri nodded. “Every camp has a company of soldiers and a detachment of Berserkers. If conflict broke out—anything from invasion to a slave revolt or local unrest—they could be quickly deployed.”

      “How many in a company?”

      “Five hundred. And fifty in a Berserker detachment.”

      “Five hundred and fifty soldiers holding us in this camp. Got it.” The Berserkers didn’t look much different to the Firthlander Bearmen in size and fierceness. A shudder rippled down her spine in memory, a visceral response that couldn’t be fabricated.

      “I don’t think I imagined it, Sari. There were Bearmen in that tunnel.”

      “Then maybe something else is going on.”

      “Five hundred and fifty is a lot.”

      “We’ve faced more and won.”

      Talyn almost laughed aloud. “No we haven’t.”

      The lines of men and women coming out of the residential area crossed an open piece of ground towards a massive single-story rectangular building.

      Talyn and Kaeri followed their line inside. The room was filled wall-to-wall with long tables and benches where slaves already sat eating. Tables were separated down the middle of the room between men and women. After getting her tray of food handed to her, Talyn lowered herself cautiously onto a bench beside Kaeri, slowly enough not to pull her scars.

      “Why don’t the others talk to us?” Talyn murmured so only Kaeri could hear. The women at their table had glanced at them, but those glances slid away before Talyn could catch their eyes to even say hello. Now most of them were looking down at their food. At other tables the slaves spoke quietly, a soft hum permeating the room.

      A sour look flashed over Kaeri’s face. “They’ve been slaves their whole lives, and we haven’t. It makes them uneasy, afraid we might do something to upset the balance of their routine here. Especially you, given the state you ended up in.”

      “Why would we do that?”

      “People who haven’t been slaves their whole lives don’t tend to adapt well to the experience.” Kaeri shrugged. “Whereas those born to it know their existence only gets worse when someone upsets the routine or does something to annoy the masters.”

      “Nobody should have to adapt well to the experience,” Talyn snapped.

      Kaeri gave her a look. “Where did that come from?”

      The anger faded as quickly as it had come. “One of my dearest friends, a man I would trust with my life, wears a slave tattoo. It brings me no shame to wear the same tattoo on my cheek that he wears on his.” The words spilled out, and with them a sigh of relief at finally understanding her tangled emotions on the subject. “But slavery is an abomination. There is no other way to put it.”

      A few of the women sitting close enough to hear Talyn’s words looked her way, but only briefly, before turning back to their food. Silence reigned at their table.

      “What do you remember?” Kaeri murmured between spoons of watery oatmeal.

      “A lot,” Talyn said.

      “Were you married? Children? Managing a home for your husband? Spending your days embroidering with other wives?”

      Talyn snorted, almost dropping her spoon. A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth.

      “I didn’t think so.” A matching smile crossed Kaeri’s face. “You have too much spirit for that.”

      “Later.” Talyn kept her voice low.

      Kaeri let it go without another word.

      When a bell sounded, the slaves rose without being told by the guards, and formed lines to leave through the opposite doorway from the one they’d entered through. Talyn joined the line from her table.

      Glances continued to come her way, some edged with curiosity, some with unease, a couple even with fear. The staring irritated her, and she began returning the looks with scowls. She looked awful, so what?

      The exit led out to another patch of open ground. Immediately ahead was a multi-storied stone building, to her left the training fields she’d seen earlier. A well-worn and wide path led away to their right.

      “Barracks,” Kaeri murmured, pointing discreetly to the stone building. “Stables too. Beyond them, the road leading out to the front gate.”

      “To the right?” Talyn asked.

      “The working section of the camp. It’s normally where we’d go, but the guards must be bored today.”

      The lines of slaves were being shepherded to the left, gathering at the southern edge of the training field. A large group of guards stood not far off, passing money to another soldier—a Berserker—walking between them. Two others stood off to the side, a male slave standing silent between them. Those passing money to the Berserker took a long look at the slave before doing so.

      “What’s going on?” Talyn asked.

      “Montagni love gambling. When the guards get bored, they make the male slaves fight and bet on the outcome.” She gestured to the slave. “He’s new. All the new slaves eventually get picked to fight against the camp’s best slave fighter, just to get their mettle.” Kaeri shrugged. “The soldiers have their fun, but they also learn how much trouble the new slave could be. It’s smart.”

      “Who’s the champion?” Talyn asked.

      Kaeri pointed to a tall, well-muscled slave moving through the crowd and onto the field. “They call him Bear. I’ve heard that he’s gone undefeated since he came here. He works in one of the smithies.”

      Talyn’s gaze shifted to the new slave as the guards pushed him forward onto the field. He was small compared to the giant that awaited him. A murmur went through the slaves and guards surrounding the field.

      She stared.

      It couldn’t be.

      It was hard to make out the slave’s features from a distance, but the way he walked... with the grace of a Callanan. Cropped blond hair, wiry body, constantly shifting gaze.

      “This could be interesting.”

      Kaeri’s words crashed dimly against her, ignored. That was Zamaril walking across the field. She was sure of it. That hint of cockiness in his walk. Deviousness, even. She would know that wariness of his anywhere.

      “Talyn?”

      Relief swept through her so powerfully that she swayed, one hand reaching out to grab Kaeri’s arm to stop herself from falling.

      “Are you feeling ill?” Kaeri steadied her, gaze flicking between Talyn and the nearest guard. “Talyn, are you okay?”

      Talyn managed to find her voice. “When did he arrive in the camp?”

      “I don’t know—maybe a month or so ago, that’s when the last fight was. Why do you...” Kaeri trailed off, her voice dropping. “You know him?”

      Talyn nodded, fingers still clenched fiercely in the sleeve of Kaeri’s shirt. Zamaril was okay. He was here, with her. Hope flared.

      Kaeri shifted, placing herself in front of Talyn and cutting off her line of sight to Zamaril. “Talyn, do not betray your recognition, do you hear me? Pretend you’ve never seen him before. Talyn!”

      “I hear you.” Talyn gathered herself, released Kaeri’s arm, and forced her cool mask to settle over her features. Kaeri was right. “Thank you.”

      Kaeri gave a little nod then shifted away, looking faintly bored.

      A nearby guard speaking to a comrade caught her attention. “Watch how the new slave walks, how his gaze is studying his opponent. This one’s a fighter.”

      “He looks more like a criminal to me.” His companion snorted. “Like he’s going to pick my pockets the moment my back is turned.”

      Talyn shifted, her back beginning to ache from standing still so long. Already weariness tugged at her muscles, and she wondered how she was going to be able to remain on her feet the entire day. But the sight of Zamaril had buoyed her. She felt like anything might be possible now.

      A soldier entered the field and tossed a wooden sword to the champion. Bear caught it easily, spinning it in his grasp as if it weighed nothing. Zamaril’s eyes narrowed, taking that quick movement in, assessing. Then the Montagni threw a sword to him. He took a step backwards so that it landed in the grass, and crossed his arms.

      “I won’t fight for your pleasure,” he said loudly.

      Talyn bit back a smile. Bear eyed him with a measuring gaze, but said nothing.

      The soldier barked something at Zamaril, presumably an order to pick up the sword. A quick gust of wind carried his voice away. His scowl deepened.

      “If you’re afraid, don’t be. I won’t hurt you.” This from Bear.

      Zamaril gave him a scornful look. “I can fight. I just don’t do it on command.”

      “Why not?” Bear looked puzzled. “You have to learn the way things work here, or you won’t survive long. You do what our owners tell us to do. No matter what.”

      “Have you ever had to fight like this?” Talyn asked Kaeri.

      She laughed. “No. Female slaves are expected to fight if there’s war, but nobody actually teaches them how.”

      The soldier barked at Zamaril again. Zamaril simply settled his insolent gaze on the guard. A surge of affection rose in Talyn’s chest, bringing with it a spark of warmth she held onto.

      “Do what he says.” Bear spoke, an edge to his voice now. “Refuse, and they’ll start beating other slaves until you comply.”

      Before he’d even finished speaking, two guards on the edge of the field grabbed the nearest male slave and backhanded him across the face. The slave cried out and fell to the ground. As he lay there, moaning in pain, the soldier drew his sword and placed it at the man’s neck.

      Helpless anger rippled across Zamaril’s face. He hesitated a moment longer, then bent to pick up the sword lying in the mud in a quick, angry movement. Despite herself, Talyn limped closer to the edge of the field so she could see and hear the fight better.

      “They said you’re the champion here?” Zamaril asked Bear.

      “I haven’t lost a fight since I arrived.” Bear spoke without a trace of arrogance or cockiness.

      “And when was that?”

      “Just on two years ago.” He glanced at the guards, who looked ready to start the fight. “My name is Jord, but they call me Bear. I’ll win this fight because they demand it, and to prevent them hurting other slaves, but know that I don’t enjoy it.”

      “You can call me Amar, and don’t worry, you’re not going to win this fight.” A flash of a cocky grin.

      One of the guards ran over, a white handkerchief raised in his left hand. He gestured so that the new slave understood that when he dropped the handkerchief the fight would start. Most of the soldiers started calling out to each other, egging the fighters on.

      The slaves stayed silent.

      Zamaril’s gaze was not on the flag in the guard’s hands, but on his opponent’s brown eyes. A little thrill went through Talyn at the sight.

      The white handkerchief dropped with a flutter. Bear seemed to want to finish the fight quickly, because he leapt straight at Zamaril with a deadly-fast thrust.

      Zamaril spun his own blade, clearly enjoying the feel of it whispering through the air despite the circumstances. It came down over Bear’s, sending the big man’s sword veering to the left. Bear corrected himself with admirable speed and followed with a sweeping thrust to Zamaril’s ribs.

      As the wooden edge whistled towards his stomach, Zamaril took a step back and once again countered, Bear’s blade cracking against his own. Bear disengaged instantly and backed off, surprise burgeoning on his previously calm face. Zamaril had anticipated both moves with ease.

      Pride flickered in Talyn.

      The guards shouted, taunting Zamaril, who was making no effort to put on a show for them. Zamaril didn’t appear to have heard them. His mind and focus were entirely concentrated on Bear.

      “He’s good,” Kaeri murmured. “He wields his blade like an extension of his arm and he sees the fight several steps ahead.”

      “I taught him that,” Talyn couldn’t help saying under her breath.

      Kaeri’s gaze whipped to hers, calculating, but she said nothing.

      Bear went at Zamaril again, lightning fast and with a series of complex moves. Zamaril sent each sliding along his blade, one, two, three, then gathered himself and leapt forward into the attack.

      Bear scrambled backwards, sword raised to counter. Zamaril thrust straight for his stomach, saw the counter coming and reversed, sweeping his blade at Bear’s head. Bear ducked, raising his blade, but Zamaril was already inside his guard, sliding his blade along Bear’s and then flicking his wrist in a violent motion.

      Bear’s blade flew out of his hands, spinning end over end to land in the mud some distance off. Zamaril’s own blade was levelled at Bear’s throat. “Do you concede?”

      And just like that, in the space of two minutes, the fight was over.

      Bear nodded, his face wearing a stunned expression. The soldiers muttered, unhappy with being robbed of a competitive fight.

      Zamaril held out his free hand. “Nice to meet you, Jord.”

      Bear took the hand in a strong grip. “And you, Amar.”

      Zamaril turned on his heel and strode across the field to where he’d been standing amongst the other male slaves before being dragged out. They were all staring at him. Talyn noted the same unease she’d seen in the women earlier, but not in all of them. Some of the slaves crowded around Zamaril, murmuring to him. He acknowledged their words, but none of his reserve faded.

      Talyn had to fight down the urge to run over there and talk to him. It took several deep breaths, and even then she couldn’t quell the desire completely.

      “Come on.” Kaeri tugged at Talyn’s arm. “Best move before the guards make us.”

      Talyn turned away from the gaggle around Zamaril and followed Kaeri as quickly as she could as they joined the line of women being led away.

      

      It rained again that night, providing nice cover as Talyn and Kaeri sat side by side on her pallet and had a whispered conversation. Talyn was swaying with exhaustion from her first day of work, and her back throbbed with a relentless ache, but urgency thrilled inside her. Zamaril’s appearance had changed everything.

      “Is his name really Amar?” Kaeri asked first.

      “No. It’s Zamaril. Zamaril Lightfinger.” Talyn hesitated, lowered her voice further. “And I know who you are, Kaeri Venador.”

      Kaeri’s indrawn breath was audible, and shock spread over her face. “How do you—”

      “I’m Talyn Ciantar.”

      The woman’s shock deepened and for a moment she didn’t seem to know what to say. Then her green eyes sparked. “We heard rumours... you’re the captain of Prince Cuinn Acondor’s guard detail. What happened to you, how did you get here?”

      “I was betrayed,” Talyn said quickly, tripping over words in her haste. “But I need to know, did Montagn invade Mithranar? How did you end up in here?”

      Kaeri’s jaw tightened and she looked away. For a moment Talyn thought she wasn’t going to answer. “Please, Kaeri. You have no idea what it’s like to wake up hurt, a slave, and have no idea what happened. I have to know.”

      She swallowed, nodded. But even then it took her a few moments to speak. Talyn tried to wait patiently, but couldn’t stop her fingers tapping a fast rhythm against her leg. Sweat broke out on her skin, fear and hope both lurching within her.

      “House Manunin started a spill in Arataire. They removed my father and installed Azrilan Acondor as the new ahara. I was dumped here soon after that, but my understanding is that Azrilan left soon after to take the Mithranan throne as well—his mother was on her deathbed, days away from dying.”

      “Azrilan!” Sari breathed in shock.

      “Azrilan...” Talyn said slowly, her mind furiously putting the pieces together. She turned away, hands rubbing her temples. “He took your father’s throne?”

      How had she not seen that coming? And Savin... Savin must have been working for Azrilan, not the ahara. He’d lured her into the tunnels to clear the path for Azrilan to take out Cuinn. And she’d let him. Guilt twisted through her, sharp and unbearable.

      She swallowed, forced the words out. “Did you hear... when he took the throne. What happened to Cuinn?”

      Kaeri looked away. “I don’t know.”

      Silence hung heavy in the room, their shared pain a palpable weight. Kaeri took a steadying breath. “I only saw you once or twice during Prince Cuinn’s courting visit, and always at a distance. When you came here you were so badly hurt, scarred, I didn’t recognise you.”

      “I remember you clearly.” Talyn stared into the distance, her thoughts still on Azrilan. The prince of games as ahara? How had she not seen that coming? “So when Azrilan and his family forced the spill, they made you a slave rather than kill you?”

      “That’s usual practice here for women and unimportant men. Slaves are more useful than dead people,” Kaeri said dully.

      “What about your father?”

      “Dead along with my brothers.” Kaeri’s eyes were shadowed. “During the spill my guards betrayed me—they’d been bribed by House Manunin. They branded the slave tattoo into my cheek and threw me in with other criminals marked to be sent to slave camps. They told the slavemaster that I’d been working illegally as a street-girl.”

      Talyn’s heart lurched, her worry momentarily forgotten. That was awful. “Do you think it’s a coincidence we ended up in the same camp?”

      “Yes. This is a relatively new camp, set up only a few months ago. They wouldn’t have had enough existing slaves to re-locate here and fulfill the manpower requirements, so all newly-made slaves will be sent here until it’s full.”

      Talyn tried not to be disappointed that Kaeri knew so little, but failed miserably. Then her head shot up with sudden hope. “Then you don’t know for certain that Azrilan took the Mithranan throne as well?” Maybe Kaeri had just assumed. Maybe Cuinn and the Wolves had somehow been able to fight Azrilan off and defeat him.

      “I’m sorry, but... not long after I arrived here, I heard the guards talking of Azrilan being officially crowned in Mithranar. They were bragging of how our new ahara had taken more territory for Montagn.”

      Talyn’s hope died, her head sagging. Silence fell. Both knew exactly how the other felt. Neither knew how to fix it. “I need to find a way to talk to Zamaril,” she said eventually.

      “That won’t be easy,” Kaeri warned. “I’m confident none of the guards here know who either of us are. We can’t afford to show undue interest in any of the other slaves.”

      Another silence, even heavier. It was beyond painful, having Zamaril so close but not being able to reach out, to talk to him.

      “I liked you,” Talyn said eventually, trying to shake off her misery. “You seemed tough, even though your father and his lords behaved as if you were nothing more than an ornament. But I didn’t want you to marry Cuinn.”

      Kaeri huffed a laugh. “Why not?”

      “Because I wanted him.” She bit her lip at the memory of him.

      “You’re kidding me?” Kaeri’s voice was rich with astonished amusement. “You wanted that pretty, womanizing, lazy prince?”

      Cuinn. His face flashed into Talyn’s mind and she held it there, taking what comfort she could from the memory of his smile and his laugh. Then she opened her eyes and looked at Kaeri. “He’s not really like that.”

      “Talyn...” Kaeri hesitated. “If Azrilan took Mithranar too... you should prepare yourself for the likelihood that Cuinn is dead.”

      Talyn shivered and curled tightly into herself. “He’s not dead. He can’t be.”

      Kaeri started in shock at the depth of misery in Talyn’s voice. She said nothing, just nodded and allowed her gaze to drift into the fire.

      “Sari?”

      “I’m here.”

      “Do you think he’s dead? The Wolves too?”

      “I have a feeling I would be sharing a room with Cuinn in your head if he were dead,” Sari said. “And your Wolves were trained by you. Don’t lose faith in them, in what they’re capable of.”

      “I won’t.” Talyn grabbed hold of those words, clung to them as fiercely as she could. “Not ever.”

      A brief silence fell then.

      “Sari, I have to get out.”
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      Cuinn shivered, bracing himself as another gust of mountain air sent icy tendrils creeping through gaps in the thick clothes he wore to dance like sharp needles over his skin. He’d lost feeling in his nose much earlier and was starting to worry about his fingertips and toes.

      At night he dreamed of humid air so thick you could almost see it, full of the scent of flowers and kahvi spices. Of sweat dripping down his spine and slicking his skin. Of the warm thermals sliding through his feathers. He woke from those dreams longing for home so badly it brought tears to his eyes.

      For a moment he rested his forehead against the icy rock and closed his eyes. He was so far from home that going back was starting to feel impossible. It felt like he’d achieved nothing beyond keeping himself alive. And all the while the WingGuard and Armun would be hunting his Wolves, his network, Saniya. Not to mention what was happening to Talyn after another month missing—

      He shook his head, dispelling the wandering thoughts brought about by cold and fatigue.

      Before he could do anything about any of that, he needed to win the Dumnorix as allies. One step at a time, as Talyn always said. Thinking of her saying those words brought a brief smile to his face.

      He took a deep, steadying breath. There was a plan. A crazy, half-brained, foolish plan, but it was all he had. It was going to take time. He just had to keep putting one foot in front of the other.

      Once the gust faded, readying itself for another onslaught, Cuinn began climbing again, gloved hands gripping rock firmly before pushing upwards in a slow, cautious climb. The light grew dimmer as the dying sun dipped behind the tallest peaks. Days were much shorter in the Twin Thrones, and the nights somehow felt darker too.

      Still, the climb wasn’t overly difficult. His shoulders and upper back had always been strong—the muscles there necessarily powerful to maintain flight—and new, wiry muscle filled out his arms from the long days he’d spent over the past month firing arrows into targets from every distance and angle imaginable.

      Entrenched as he had been in lessons and archery practice, Cuinn wasn’t fully informed about how the wider battle was going—but all SkyRiders at Mothduriem were kept abreast of major developments. The Firthlanders hadn’t breached the foothills of the Ayrlemyre range to the north. Yet.

      But the mountains stretched the entire width of the Calumnia-Conmor landmass from east to west, covering hundreds of miles of territory. The SkyRiders were stretched thin, even with Aimsir and Callanan help. More Firthlander troops made landfall every week, in coves and well-hidden beaches along the rugged mountain coastline. Soar estimated the SkyRider legions were able to detect and hit roughly one out of every three ships, and they took losses each time from the niever-flyers flying in protection of those ships.

      And although they were training as many new initiates as they could, the numbers of young men and women in the Twin Thrones with the required agility and fearlessness to become SkyRiders were few.

      Both the Conmoran and Calumnian Lords’ councils had sent reserves of cavalry, longbowmen and Greencloaks—the Calumnian infantry—marching north and south, prepared to defend in case the invaders broke out of the mountains. But the main strength of the army had to be held in readiness to protect Ryathl, Port Lachley and the other large cities in preparation for when the Montagni attacked.

      It seemed inevitable that the Firthlanders would eventually break through. Unease curled through Cuinn. Soon he was going to have to join those battles. Try to kill others to save himself or those flying with him. He thought it might be possible… if he kept his magic tightly controlled and maintained his focus on flying, on shooting accurately, and not on what those around him were feeling. The distance would help too.

      Despite his fear of real battle, of having to kill, the slow pace of his training chafed. He’d tried to be patient, to grit his teeth and focus on learning the SkyRider hand signals and flight paths, how the flight harness worked and the various formations SkyRiders flew in for scouting, travel and battle. Every bit of frustration he felt he’d channeled into firing arrow after arrow into targets, long after the other initiates had gone to rest or eat, over and over until his aim was subconscious.

      But eventually it had become unbearable. Not only did he yearn to fly again, to feel the wind on his skin and ruffling his hair, to see the ground far below as he dipped and soared... he’d been away from home too long.

      Usually SkyRider initiates trained for at least six months, usually longer, before being allowed to find and bond with an eagle—a rite of passage for all SkyRiders. Cuinn had begun asking for permission two weeks into his training, ignoring the incredulous looks and irritation at what was considered an impertinent, if not outright rude, request.

      Eventually, fed up by the constant questioning, and helped along by a touch of song magic, Cuinn’s flight trainer had sent a message to Soar. The Sky Chieftain had written back within days giving his permission for Cuinn to find an eagle.

      He’d started the climb earlier in the morning, after choosing this nesting area weeks earlier following a conversation with Soar discussing the process of claiming an eagle.

      “That eagle convocation is one of the most aggressive we’ve ever come across.” A faint smile crossed Soar’s face. “That’s where I found Hunter.”

      Cuinn had decided then and there that he would find his eagle from amongst the same convocation. He couldn’t afford to be the slightest inch weaker or less impressive than any of his Dumnorix relatives. No matter how he felt on the inside—how doubtful, how nervous, how desperately afraid for Talyn and Mithranar—he would show strength. Only strength would win them to Mithranar’s side.

      Now he scrambled up onto the ledge he’d been heading for, rolling over and lying there for a moment to catch his breath. His chest burned—the air was so thin up amongst these enormous peaks. It reminded him of skimming in the SkyReach. An ache of memory tightened his stomach and he breathed slowly through it.

      The view, once he pushed himself to his feet, was breathtaking, and for a moment he forgot all about his aching arms and burning lungs.

      Heavy snow clouds had cleared just enough to reveal the glow of the setting sun over the western ranges. Cuinn’s gaze narrowed. West—where Firthland lay. Where Tarcos Hadvezer was. His mouth tightened, fingers curling into fists at his sides.

      Impatience resurged with a vengeance.

      The cry of an eagle broke him from his descent into bitter anger, and he glanced up at the sight of a full-grown male circling a nearby peak before settling into his nest, the sunset giving him a bright orange halo. Cuinn turned and hiked through the snow, along the ledge he’d found and then higher, clambering up another rock face.

      He’d been watching this location the entire previous day. It was a relatively small nest, lower down than those of the full-grown adult eagles of the convocation. Several youngsters had flown in and out throughout the day, but Cuinn’s attention had been caught by one particular male. He’d flown in late, carrying a dead mountain goat between his razor sharp talons.

      Now, the scent of blood and rotting meat came on the breeze that whipped past Cuinn’s face, guiding him straight to the nest. He clambered up onto another ledge and found himself face to face with a messy pile of sticks, tree branches and rocks sitting under an overhang in the mountainside. The youngster was there, busily devouring the remains of the goat from the previous day. He was bigger than Cuinn had guessed, almost full-grown.

      Ready for a rider.

      At Cuinn’s appearance, the eagle looked up, golden eyes flashing, and screamed a challenge. He was beautiful, all deep brown feathers with hints of bronze in the setting sun and a gaze that warned Cuinn to leave or be ripped apart.

      And there, on the underside of his wings, when he spread them threateningly, was what had captured Cuinn’s attention. A ripple of midnight-blue so dark it was almost black. Not so different from the flash of dark sapphire in Talyn’s eyes when she was angry.

      Cuinn smiled, stood to his full height and met the young eagle’s gaze without hesitation.

      Then he began to sing.

      The eagle didn’t succumb quickly to Cuinn’s magic, nowhere near as quickly as Jasper had. But Cuinn was patient, using the powerful magic he’d been born with—the magic Azrilan would never be able to take away like he had his wings. He ignored the freezing cold creeping into his bones and the growing numbness of the skin on his face. His music kept him warm enough.

      And then, over two full-turns later, on that bare, freezing, cliff face, the young eagle lowered his wings and took a single, hopping step towards Cuinn.

      Cuinn remained still for a moment, then achingly slowly, he reached out a gloved hand, sliding it gently through the feathers of the eagle’s neck. Those golden eyes slid half-closed in reluctant pleasure, and all remaining stiffness in the eagle’s bearing faded.

      “I’m Cuinn,” he murmured, stroking softly. “And I’m going to name you Trystaan.”

      Trystaan ruffled his wings, tossed his head in one final show of reluctance, then hopped a step closer, wings spreading wide as he let out a soft cry. Smiling, Cuinn drew out the wooden whistle lying against his chest. “You’re going to need to learn this sound, my friend.”

      In that moment, all his doubts about the course of action he’d chosen vanished like they had never been.

      He would fly again.

      And he would fight.

      

      It was after midnight by the time Cuinn climbed down the mountainside and hiked the distance back to Mothduriem. Finally reaching the relative warmth of one of the entrance tunnels lower down the slope of the massive mountain base, he pulled his gloves and beanie off and made his way to a long, narrow cavern that held a series of hammocks hanging from the roof—the sleeping quarters for SkyRider initiates.

      Pride and satisfaction had filled Cuinn on the hike back, despite the cold that ached in his bones and the weariness that dragged at his muscles. But once he was in his hammock, the others sleeping around him, the walls began to close in. It was hard not to feel like he wasn’t moving fast enough, that he needed to be doing more, faster.

      He tried to stop the spiral of despairing thoughts, to clear his mind so that he could get the rest his body needed, but it proved hard, and he tossed and turned restlessly. The sound of approaching bootsteps was a surprise given the late hour, but Soar’s appearance was a welcome distraction.

      “Soar!” He rolled off his hammock, keeping his voice low. “I didn’t realise you were scheduled for a visit to Mothduriem.”

      “After Plummet’s request came last week, I wanted to come and see how you did.” Soar’s eyes ran over him, surprise flickering on his face for a moment. “I know it’s late, but are you up to a chat?”

      “I couldn’t sleep anyway,” Cuinn admitted, falling in beside Soar as the man led him through a main tunnel winding up through the mountain. He was a little taller than Cuinn, with curling black hair shot through with grey, and luminous Dumnorix eyes a shade deeper than Ariar’s sky blue.

      Having seen the stars in the night sky from the mountains many times now, he understood why the Twin Thrones folk had likened their Dumnorix monarchs’ eyes to them. Bright and luminous indeed.

      The Sky Chieftain’s quarters were much roomier and more comfortable than anywhere else in the mountain, and Cuinn welcomed the delightful warmth of the crackling fire.

      “Have a seat.” Soar waved him to a chair by the fire and offered him a glass of wine.

      “It’s not Montagni?” Never again would he have to pretend to enjoy wine made by slaves. At least there was that. No matter how bad things had gotten, at least he no longer had to pretend to be the indolent prince.

      Soar’s face darkened momentarily, but then he smiled. “Grown and fermented in Allira’s estates—her husband has a fondness for dabbling in wine production. It’s actually not bad.”

      Cuinn took it with a nod of thanks and Soar sat in the chair beside his, stretching long legs out towards the fire. “How did you go?”

      A smile spread over Cuinn’s face. “I have an eagle.”

      “A Dumnorix indeed.” Soar leaned over and offered his hand. “Congratulations, Cuinn.”

      “Thank you.” Cuinn was surprised by the warmth that shot through him at Soar’s regard, his affectionate handshake. It was an odd sensation. Unfamiliar... but welcome.

      Though they were relative strangers, Cuinn’s song magic felt them relaxing into each other without even thinking, an unconscious familiarity and sense of safety sliding into place. Whatever curious combination of magic underlaid the Dumnorix line, a hint of song magic must be part of it. Did they have a distant winged folk ancestor, or did winged folk magic itself come from somewhere else entirely? The question made him miss Tiercelin fiercely. It was something the healer would have loved to debate.

      “I’ll make sure Plummet puts you in combat flight training immediately.” Soar’s voice broke him from his musings. “You don’t need to waste your time with the basic teaching all the other initiates go through. You’ve been flying your whole life.”

      The depth of his gratitude must have flashed over his face, because Soar gave him a little smile. “I’m sure you miss it terribly. I don’t know what I would ever do if I couldn’t fly again, and I’ve never had wings of my own.”

      That touched on a painful spot, so Cuinn cleared his throat and changed the subject. “Tell me how the fighting is going? Things must be calmer if you’ve been able to fly back here.”

      “The Firthlanders made a recent hard push through the northwest foothills, but the Aimsir and SkyRiders helped the Conmoran cavalry hold them back.” Soar drained his wine. “Callanan intelligence is keeping our heads above water. They’re working furiously with the Aimsir scouts to warn us of Firthlander movements across the mountains, but we’re losing numbers we need to niever-flyers.”

      “You don’t sound hopeful.” Cuinn felt the waves of worry etched in the man’s words.

      “My latest SkyRider patrols report that another wave of Firthlander warships is on the move, ferrying troops to the west coast.” Soar shook his head. “Tarcos is diverting money and resources to build more ships. And then…”

      Cuinn finished the unspoken thought. “Montagn will move soon, won’t they?”

      “Allowing time for Azrilan to establish his rule in Arataire, muster an invasion force, then start moving warships south?” Soar cocked his head. “A strong leader with skilled commanders could accomplish that in two months.”

      Neither of them had to say it aloud. Azrilan had taken Mithranar at the end of Elevenmonth. Twomonth had just started. And there was no doubt he had skilled commanders. War with Montagn was imminent.

      Soar shifted, glancing at him. “Tell me, Cuinn, I know you aim to get your throne back, but you have to realise how difficult that will be. There is a plan, I take it?”

      Cuinn huffed a breath, then spoke honestly. “I’ve got some crazy ideas loosely tied together with a very fragile piece of string.”

      Soar said nothing to that, seeming to accept it. Cuinn studied the Sky Chieftain’s face as he stared at the flames; from their reaction to him when he’d arrived in Port Lachley it had been abundantly clear the Dumnorix would never agree to an alliance, to helping him take back Mithranar. Not as he’d been then, weak and alone. And especially not while they were at war themselves.

      If Cuinn wanted the Dumnorix to help, he was going to have to be patient and fearless. And a lot more. He wondered how much it was going to take, how far he would have to go for Mithranar. Would it be enough to become a SkyRider and fight in their battles? He doubted it, even though achieving that would cement his Dumnorix blood in their minds.

      He wondered whether Talyn would ever forgive him for what he might have to do.

      “How are Alyna and Ariar?” Cuinn asked, shaking away the doubts he felt that he could do whatever it took. “Especially Alyna. I can’t imagine how she must feel, with Talyn...” He couldn’t finish the sentence.

      Soar sighed, genuine grief rippling over his face. “They’re both as frustrated and upset as I am that the Callanan have found no clue on where she is or what happened to her,” Soar said, then looked straight at Cuinn. “How are you doing?”

      Cuinn chose to deliberately misunderstand. “I’m working hard here. Now that I have an eagle, I can’t wait to fly. You have no idea how badly I need to get into the air again.”

      Soar smiled. “I wish you luck. I have to fly out again tomorrow, so I probably won’t have time to talk with you again.”

      “I understand.”

      Soar’s grin widened as he reached for the decanter of wine. “Another one?”

      That night together, drinking Allira’s wine and talking of everything and nothing, served to do more for Cuinn’s strength and peace of mind in the space of hours than anything since Talyn’s disappearance and the loss of his throne.

      When he finally went to his hammock in the small hours of the morning, he slept soundly for the first time since that horrible night, untroubled by nightmares.

      

      Soar left orders with Plummet before he departed the next day. Cuinn walked up to the flying platform after a brief sleep, ignoring the bitter cold clawing into his bones the moment he stepped outside.

      He was the first of the initiates to arrive, but two of the trainers were already there. A quick use of magic told him they weren’t overly pleased by the orders to accelerate Cuinn’s training. Conmorans were a prideful lot, he was quickly learning, and they liked their formalities. It was making them intensely uncomfortable that Cuinn was ignoring all the traditions of SkyRider training.

      That was fine. The moment he got into the air, he was going to change all their minds about him. There might be nothing else he was certain of anymore, but he was certain of that.

      He dug out the whistle from under his shirt and blew on it three times, as loudly as he could. Anticipation curled in his gut, and his hands and arms trembled. He felt simultaneously nauseous and elated.

      Moments passed, all three of them staring out into the clouds. And then, a faint speck appeared in the clear blue sky. A distant cry echoed through the peaks. A smile spread across Cuinn’s face as the speck grew closer and closer, resolving into a young eagle with a flash of blue on the underside of his wings.

      Cold air gusted over their heads as Trystaan swooped low and then landed before Cuinn, his sharp cry of greeting filling the morning air.

      “A fine bird,” Plummet said with reluctant approval. “What have you named him?”

      “Trystaan.”

      “That’s not a sky name.”

      “It’s his name,” Cuinn said simply.

      He stepped forward then, pulling off a glove and running his fingers through Trystaan’s feathers in greeting.  The eagle accepted the stroking as his due, his golden gaze settling on the watching SkyRiders with a glare reminiscent of Jasper’s finest.

      Cuinn’s heart swelled in his chest. Trystaan was his.

      He reached back and unslung the riding harness from his shoulders. The trainers made no move to help him. That was fine. He and Trystaan would work it out together.

      He got the harness on, Trystaan standing mostly still. Then, taking a shuddering breath, Cuinn clambered up onto his back the same way he’d watched SkyRiders do it a hundred times before.

      It was awkward, and Trystan squawked in annoyance several times, but eventually Cuinn was in place, the harness tight around his back and shoulders. The pit in his stomach opened even further, and when he opened his mouth to speak, his voice came out as a rasp.

      “Go, Trystaan,” he managed.

      Trystaan hopped sideways, tossed his head, then spread his wings. With one giant beat of them he was lifting into the air.

      Cuinn’s stomach dropped as the eagle dived off the platform, his joyous screech echoing through the mountains.

      The icy air rushed by Cuinn’s cheeks.

      His eyes blurred from the speed.

      And he was flying again.
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      Talyn was assigned to the same work group as Kaeri, shoveling coal into the forges of one of the smithies. The work was endless and exhausting, and for the first few days—despite her fierce determination to get strong and escape the camp the moment she could—Talyn simply couldn’t keep up.

      Without a word, and scowling every time Talyn tried to thank her, Kaeri did her best to manage both of their workloads while Talyn took breaks. Too often, a soldier would walk by and notice her resting. They would force her back to work with a stinging backhand to her cheek or a rough shove and loud, angry shouts. Each time, she would grit her teeth, drag herself back to her feet, and continue.

      It was a struggle to stay positive and maintain hope, and sometimes she failed.

      But not always.

      Days passed, then weeks, and the scars on her back and face healed from a livid red to a healthier pink. Her strength built slowly, until she regained muscle and was able to manage a full day’s work without resting.

      As her energy returned, enough so that it didn’t require everything she had just to put one foot in front of the other, she began playing closer attention to her surroundings.

      Their work group laboured in one of three massive smithies in the camp. The buildings took up almost the entire southeastern corner of the fenced compound, and a thick haze of smoke hung constantly over the area. Life in the camp revolved entirely around the smithies. A good portion of the slaves worked inside them, while others laboured outside the fence to cut down trees and chop enough wood to feed the forges, and some worked in the kitchens or laundries responsible for feeding and clothing the workforce. It was a smooth and efficient operation. As far as Talyn could tell it ran without hitch day after day.

      “Their battle rage breeds a fearsome strength, and their swords often shatter in battle or training, even when well-made,” Kaeri explained one day as they watched Berserker broadswords being made. “So there’s a constant need for more.”

      Talyn nodded and turned to shovel up another load of coal, by now accustomed to the painful tugging of the scars on her back as she moved. She couldn’t fully raise her arms above her head, and she walked with a slight limp due to the tightness of the scar tissue. The tide of bitter frustration and anxiety—never far off—surged at the reminder she’d never be able to fight like she once had in this condition.

      “Tell me about the colours,” she asked, curious and seeking a distraction.

      Kaeri shot her a frown of puzzlement.

      “That guard over there has cobalt thread sewn into the cuffs and hem of his tunic. But the one by the door has orange. And the guards eating during dinner last night wore green thread. Does it denote rank?”

      “No, it tells you which House they’re from. Cobalt is Manunin. Orange is Daranin.” Kaeri tossed a pile of coal into the forge. “Houses are required to deploy soldiers to labour camps at the direction of the ahara.”

      “What colour is Venador?”

      “Scarlet.”

      “I haven’t seen any guards here with scarlet thread.”

      “Venador soldiers are cavalry, because our land is mountain territory. Some form part of the ahara’s ceremonial guard in Arataire, but you won’t find many of us as guards in slave camps.”

      “I take it someone else will be in charge of your House now that Manunin is in power,” she asked quietly.

      Kaeri nodded, jaw tight. “My uncle, probably. If he survived.”

      Talyn wanted to learn more about Kaeri, the only friend she’d found here. There was no softness in her, but no cruelty that Talyn could detect either. But Kaeri wouldn’t talk about her past, and Talyn didn’t want to cause her any unnecessary pain.

      “I can’t stay here, Talyn,” she said suddenly, grip on the shovel white-knuckled as she kept tossing coal into the forge. Her eyes were downcast, jaw tight. “I can’t.”

      Silence fell. Talyn didn’t know how to address the sort of raw desperation she saw on Kaeri’s face, especially when it was such a perfect mirror of her own feelings.

      “I don’t know how much longer I can do this either,” she murmured to Sari.

      “You’ll get there. I know it.” Sari was instantly there. “You’ll figure something out. You always do.”

      Talyn reached over and touched Kaeri’s arm, tried to share some of Sari’s optimism. “We’ll work it out, I promise.”

      

      “Do you ever think about escaping?” Talyn asked later that day as they took a break in the fresh air outside the smithy. The hot summer sun wasn’t much better than the heat inside the smithy and sweat slicked her skin. A deep breath of the smoke haze had her coughing so now she was trying shallow breaths through her nose.

      Kaeri looked at her. “All the time. But it’s impossible. Trust me, I’ve thought about nothing else since I got here.”

      At the tone of her friend’s voice, Talyn dropped the subject, but spent the next few days studying the layout of the camp and listening more closely to the conversation of the other female slaves. As time passed, and neither Kaeri nor Talyn did anything to upset their fragile standing in the camp, their wariness had mostly faded.

      The other two women they shared a hut with introduced themselves—Lia and Roni—and began exchanging the occasional word in the morning or at night. Lia brought Kaeri extra tea one day when she ran out.

      Rumour was, nobody had ever escaped a slave camp. Kaeri confirmed she’d never heard of it happening. Talyn wasn’t surprised. Even if someone did get away, there was nowhere to run to. Not anywhere close enough to reach before the dogs or soldiers on horses ran you down, anyway.

      “The moment anyone shows a hint of rebelliousness, the punishment is sharp and swift,” Kaeri had explained. “Slaves are trained, brainwashed even, to behave perfectly.”

      When Talyn looked unconvinced Kaeri continued. “While you were still unconscious, a female slave was sent to the cells for three days because she forgot she’d been re-assigned to a new work detail and showed up at her old one to begin the day’s work.”

      “The cells?”

      “Underground chambers beneath the compound’s barracks, where the camp administrator works, and the Berserker and soldier commanders have their quarters,” Kaeri said. “And you remember last week when that short, blonde woman who usually sits at our table for breakfast disappeared for almost a week?”

      “Right. She reappeared looking half-dead. I didn’t dare ask what happened.”

      “That’s what the isolation hut will do to you. No human contact, no comforts like blankets or a bed, barely any food. Word is, she complained to a guard about her work detail after spraining a wrist.”

      Still, Talyn’s mind continued to mull on the problem. Searching for something creative, something nobody had thought of. It was a good distraction, and when she wasn’t thinking about escape, she was considering the implications of the work being undertaken by the slaves.

      The smithy where she worked forged at least twenty blades a day, a chilling number when she calculated that across the other smithies in the camp, not to mention the other camps across Montagn. And Kaeri had said their camp was new, only a few months old.

      Montagn was preparing for war.

      With the Twin Thrones. There were no other possibilities. If Azrilan had already taken Mithranar, then he could only be planning for war with someone else. Talyn wondered if he intended invasion or was preparing to defend himself against attack from the south.

      The thought made her ill with despair. War while she was stuck here, physically limited and unable to do anything about it. Not even Sari could comfort her in her darkest moments—at night when she could think of nothing but what might be happening in the outside world.

      She hadn’t seen Zamaril again, and as the days passed without even a sighting of him, some of the hope she’d felt at seeing him died too. Her spirits sank even lower at the thought he might have been moved to another camp.

      And then, a week after Talyn asked Kaeri about escape, more Montagni soldiers arrived in the camp. A rumour ran through the slaves that the new soldiers were part of a troop buildup in the area.

      “They’re preparing for war, aren’t they?” Talyn asked Kaeri that evening as they ate, keeping her voice low enough that only Kaeri could hear. “I’ve been taking note. The number of weapons being produced is staggering. And now, more troops arriving? There’s a reason for all of it.”

      “I wondered when you’d mention it.”

      “War with the Twin Thrones? It has to be.”

      “I’m not certain.” She looked away, spooning up a mouthful of watery gravy and onions. “I was put in here before you, remember.”

      Talyn frowned. “Any invasion of Montagn would have to come through the west,” she said. “The rest of the country is bordered by rugged mountains. The last thing an invading army would want to do is march through those—you’d be able to pick them off along the way while sustaining limited casualties yourselves, and forget about supply lines. The invader would probably lose their entire force before stepping foot out of the mountains.”

      Kaeri smiled grimly. “An apt assessment. The only other option would be to invade through Mithranar and the Ice Plains north of the SkyReach. An invading force would still have to come through the mountains, but there are established roads suitable for a large number of invaders, and all they would need is a Venador guide to get them through. Men can be bribed, even loyal ones.”

      Mithranar.

      Her chest squeezed so tightly it was a struggle to breathe. Had Azrilan completely consolidated his rule there? Or was it vulnerable to a Twin Thrones or Firthlander invasion?

      Where did Warlord Hadvezer stand in all this? Why had Bearmen and a Shadow ambushed her? She was missing something, she knew it, but couldn’t figure out what it was.

      Before anything further could be said, the bell by the door rang, signaling the end of eating time. Benches scraped over the floor as slaves rose to their feet and began filing out. Talyn followed the lines until reaching the hut she and Kaeri shared.

      As usual, she craned her neck as discreetly as possible, seeking Zamaril’s familiar figure in the men standing to file out of the opposite side of the eating hall. Once again, tonight there was no sign of him in the crowd. There were just too many of them.

      Frustration burned in her chest.

      Back in their hut, Kaeri started a fire and placed a kettle of water over it, her usual nightly routine, and she and Talyn waited silently until their companions fell asleep.

      “Want some tea?” Kaeri asked.

      She ignored the question. “The options are limited, Kaeri. Either Azrilan is expecting to be invaded, or he’s intending to do a little empire expansion,” Talyn snapped, unaccountably frustrated. “It will be the Twin Thrones or Firthland—and the difference doesn’t really matter given Firthland is ruled by the Dumnorix monarch too.”

      “I know that.” Kaeri shot to her feet, frustration pouring off her. “If Azrilan is picking a fight with the Twin Thrones...” She began pacing, appearing gripped by sudden urgency. “I don’t want to see my countrymen killed in a useless war to gain more land that we don’t need.”

      “If you did get out, what could you do about it?” Talyn asked carefully.

      Kaeri shook her head, made a dismissive gesture with her hand.

      Talyn sighed, lying back on her pallet and allowing her aching muscles to stretch out. As desperate as she was, escape continued to elude her. Even her strategic mind had failed to come up with a way of achieving it. Yet. She tried to hold on to her determination, to faith in herself and what she could do.

      “You’d have a much better chance of getting away without me.” Talyn glanced at the sleeping women, hoping neither was awake enough to hear her words.

      “I didn’t save your life to leave you rotting here,” Kaeri said. “And if it came to it, I’m strong enough to get us both away, once we’re out.”

      “That’s the problem, isn’t it? Getting out.”

      Kaeri didn’t answer. She didn’t need to.

      Talyn closed her eyes and let her thoughts loose. Maybe she just needed to stop trying so hard and let her brain figure it out instinctively.

      A handful of full-turns later, she was still awake. She was exhausted, but too sore and anxious to sleep. And she still hadn’t come up with any ideas on how to escape. She shifted, trying to settle into a more comfortable position.

      “Your Zamaril is an interesting fellow.” Kaeri’s voice came from the pallet nearby, seemingly alerted to Talyn’s wakefulness by the movement. “I saw him yesterday, when the guards sent me to fetch their lunch.”

      “You did!” Talyn sat up, excitement thrilling through her. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I’m telling you now. In private. When nobody can hear.”

      Talyn sighed and settled back down, some of the anxiety in her chest easing. “Was he okay?”

      “He looked fine. They were making him fight again, this time against one of the guards. He beat him inside two seconds—I would have liked to stay and watch him beat the next guy too.”

      “He’s a good fighter,” Talyn said, shifting in vain to find a warmer spot under the blanket. “One of the best swordsman I’ve ever seen. Callanan-level good.”

      “That’s not why I think he’s interesting.”

      Talyn sighed, giving up on sleep. At least conversation might distract her from her aching body. “What do you mean?”

      Kaeri turned to face her. “You know that he keeps the other slaves in line? Stops them from doing anything that will bring them to the attention of the guards. They look up to him.”

      “He’s smart, Kaeri. He’s working those soldiers, keeping them onside.” She paused. “Why so much interest in Zamaril?”

      “He intrigues me.”

      Talyn grinned. “In what way?”

      Kaeri huffed a sigh. “Don’t be stupid. He’s not even close to my type.”

      “Oh really?” she teased. “He not brawny enough for you?”

      “He’s shorter than me, for a start. And while I don’t mind taking the occasional man to my bed when they’re particularly handsome, I generally prefer women.”

      “Oh.” Talyn sighed as the opportunity to needle Kaeri about Zamaril vanished, then shifted, wincing as her back flared in pain. “I’m pretty sure you’re not Zamaril’s type either.”

      “I wouldn’t have picked the pretty Prince Cuinn as your type.” Kaeri snorted.

      Talyn grinned, for once not crushed by the pain of missing him, of not knowing if he was okay. “He’s far from it. I normally go for the brawny sort. But when he sings, he has the most beautiful voice... I think that’s how he got me, at least to start with.”

      “And then?”

      “And then... he’s the best person I know. He makes me want to be better.”

      “Excuse me while I be sick.” Kaeri rolled over, making coughing noises.

      One of the other women stirred on her pallet, and Kaeri clapped a hand over her mouth. Talyn sniggered. “Why so cynical?”

      “Love is the most ridiculous notion I’ve ever encountered. Especially in our world. There’s no place for it.”

      “I used to think that,” Talyn mused. “I was absolutely certain of it.”

      “And what changed?” Kaeri didn’t sound particularly interested in her answer, but wanted to keep the conversation going because she didn’t want to lie there in silence either.

      “I lost my Callanan partner a few years ago,” Talyn said quietly. The words had become so much easier to say, but there was still a twinge deep inside each time she did. “I don’t know if I can convey with words how much I loved being Callanan with her, the happiness I felt. And when I lost her I broke apart. Worse, I felt like it was my fault, like my life was over.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For a long time I lived in a fog of misery and grief and guilt. But then I was sent to Mithranar. Working with the Wolves there, achieving what we did, it taught me that I could live again. That I could find satisfaction, purpose, contentment even. It saved me.”

      “But?”

      Talyn bit her lip, tears flooding her eyes as some of the pain and worry came tearing back. “With Cuinn I learned that I could be happy again. As happy as I’d been before.”

      A brief pause, then, “I still want to vomit.”

      Talyn laughed, the pain clearing and amusement spreading through her. “Okay, okay, fine.”

      Silence fell then. A warm, comfortable silence. Talyn’s eyes slid closed, the sheer exhaustion in her muscles slowly tugging her down into restless sleep.

      “Sari?”

      “Mmmm?”

      “Getting out of here… it’s going to take time. The only way I can think to cope, to not lose my mind, is to distract myself. To plan.”

      “For what comes next. After you get out.”

      “Exactly.”

      Sari’s anticipation curled around her thoughts like a warm blanket. “Then let’s start planning.”
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      His stomach churned from nerves and fear both, and he had to take several deep breaths just to stop himself emptying the contents of his stomach into the dark sky around him.

      He tried to focus, to pay attention to his position within the legion as it dropped towards the battle below, to keep an eye out for Swift’s hand signals. Shit, what if he couldn’t remember them? What if he did something enormously stupid and got himself, or others, killed?

      Trystaan banked under him, instinctively following the other eagles, utterly calm where Cuinn was a mess. He’d joined this combat legion two days earlier after completion of training. Had participated in two training sessions with them.

      And then it had come a half-turn earlier.

      An urgent call from one of the SkyRider patrols; Bearmen and niever-flyers were making a push across the Thalion river and the Aimsir and cavalry were falling back, losing ground. Cuinn’s legion was next up on the combat roster.

      What was he doing?

      He was no fighter. He was a winged prince who could hide in the shadows and sing a pretty song every now and then. He curled his hands tightly in Trystaan’s feathers, feeling off balance and vulnerable.

      His eyes flicked to Swift in the front, who was making the hand signal for shifting into fighting position. Around him his legion mates smoothly unclipped their harnesses, moved into a seated position, and re-clipped themselves in. Clumsily, awkward with nerves, Cuinn did the same.

      His song magic picked up the fear and unease of the flyers closest to him, though this was an experienced legion, and those emotions were well controlled under a layer of calm focus.

      Okay. He could do that too.

      He sucked in a breath, settled himself more comfortably on Trystaan’s back. Reached up to touch the quiver of arrows strapped to his back. He’d come too far to turn around now. Whether he could actually do it or not was a moot point. He was about to fly into a battle.

      Swift made another hand gesture, deliberately exaggerated so the riders furthest away could see, then made it again.

      Before Cuinn was ready, the legion veered into a sharp dive. The bottom fell out of his stomach, and his gaze tuned in on the glitter of moonlight off the river’s surface below.

      And the flaming arrows arcing through the night sky from each army’s rear lines.

      In between, on the muddy banks, soldiers fought fiercely. It was hard to tell who was who, apart from the galloping Aimsir horses. They were everywhere, but steadily being pushed back from the northern banks of the Thalion as screeching nievers swooped down on them. Arrows flew, hundreds of them, falling amongst the infantry. Though too distant to hit his song magic, he still winced at the sight of falling soldiers.

      “Cuinn!” A sharp call from the flyer nearest him, Drift, drew Cuinn’s attention to Swift, who was issuing more orders.

      Shit. He had to pay attention. Fear opened a hole in his stomach. His heart thundered rapidly.

      For a moment his mind went utterly blank and he forgot everything he’d memorised in the past weeks about what the signals meant. Panic set in. His breaths came in gasps. Trystaan rocked back and forth under him, as if sensing his distress. It was just enough to clear his mind.

      Swift wanted them to make a strafing run—hit the archers in the Firthlander lines and then draw the nievers into the sky after them. The sense of that plan was obvious; it would immediately reduce the pressure on the Conmoran defensive lines.

      The eagles dropped lower and lower, wingtips almost brushing the treetops, coming in as low as they could to avoid being spotted by the Firthlanders until it was too late.

      Cuinn unhooked his bow. Drew an arrow. Wind rushed by his face, bringing with it the screams and chaos of fighting. He drew in his magic as tightly as he possibly could, then focused his mind, forcing himself to concentrate only on picking a target and hitting it.

      Fifty eagles arrowed in on the rear of the Firthlander lines, deadly and silent, Cuinn somewhere near the back of the legion.

      Swift lifted a hand. Dropped it.

      And then they were in range.

      Cuinn’s sharp winged folk gaze scanned the ground, saw the archers firing on the Aimsir and cavalry. He lifted his bow. Hesitated for one breath.

      Then he fired.

      Trystaan was moving fast, so he had only a microsecond to see the arrow strike home. To see the archer topple backwards. And then he was drawing another. Firing again. Passing them too quickly to feel their pain. Too quickly to think about anything but finding and hitting another target.

      Before he knew it they were past the lines and Trystaan was streaking back into the sky behind the other eagles.

      Cuinn let out a gasping breath. Lowered his bow. His hands trembled and nausea surged.

      He’d killed. And he hadn’t felt it because it had happened too quickly and too far away. But he’d killed. Men were dead because of him. Their lives ripped away.

      He swallowed, trying to keep his stomach from emptying. Sweat slicked his skin.

      And then something hissed by his face.

      His legion began shouting warnings. He reached up with a gloved hand, felt a stinging line along his cheek.

      “Nievers!” Swift bellowed. “Take them out. Take them all out.”

      Chaos.

      It was the only word Cuinn could think of to describe it.

      Trystaan screamed a challenge as a niever came too close, the eagle banking sharply so he could lash out with a taloned foot. The niever jerked away, but its rider got off another shot at Cuinn beforehand that caught the side of his arm.

      Momentarily made angry by the pain, Cuinn swung his bow around, nocked an arrow, and fired at the turning niever. It hit the rider in her eye and she fell with a scream.

      “Nice shot!” Drift bellowed as he passed by Cuinn’s left side.

      Cuinn stared after the woman as she spiraled toward the ground.

      A scream nearby yanked him from his daze. Drift had been surrounded by three nievers in the sky below, one of their arrows embedding itself in his shoulder.

      Cuinn didn’t think. He urged Trystaan into a sharp dive, firing another arrow. A second was loosing as Trystaan crashed into the niever closest to Drift. His eagle’s talons tore through the niever’s wing and both creature and rider fell from the skies.

      Cuinn turned, craned his neck up, then reached for another arrow. It took Drift’s third attacker in the chest, giving his eagle the opening to attack.

      “Thanks!” Drift panted as Cuinn brought Trystaan up beside him. His face was tight with pain but he looked alert.

      “You okay?”

      “Fine.” Drift looked around. “I think we’re good.”

      Eagles were circling, screaming their triumph, and the handful of nievers that remained in the sky were fleeing. Swift brought his eagle into the centre, his hand gestures ordering the legion to fall in behind him.

      Two more strafing runs on the Firthlander archers and Bearmen and then they sounded the retreat. Cuinn stared at the beautiful Aimsir horses as their riders, whooping and screaming the whole time, chased down the fleeing soldiers.

      Dead bodies lay sprawled on the riverbanks. If it were light, no doubt they’d see the river waters turned temporarily red.

      The nausea from before rose again, threatening to swallow him whole.

      So this was war.
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      When the alarm bells started ringing, her body reacted without thought. She rolled from the pallet and leapt to her feet in one movement, reaching to the small of her back for the daggers that were no longer there. A heartbeat later sharp pain tore through her scars and she dropped to her knees, gasping.

      “Talyn?” Kaeri was on her feet too, surprise and concern rippling over her face.

      “I’m okay,” she gasped. “Just moved too fast.”

      Kaeri opened her mouth as if to say something else, then closed it, frowning. Over the sound of the bells came the distant shouting of guards.

      “What’s going on?” She kept her voice low, glanced at the two sleeping women. “And how are they not wide awake from that awful clamour?”

      “They’re used to it.” Eagerness edged Kaeri’s whisper. “Shall we find out what’s going on?”

      They’d never left their hut after curfew. Had never even considered it. But instinct shivered through Talyn. If they wanted to escape, then they needed to start taking some risks.

      Talyn glanced at Lia and Roni, assured herself they were sleeping, then reached for her boots. “I’m right behind you.” She bit her lip as her aching back protested her bending over. Kaeri moved to the door, taking a careful glance outside before stepping out.

      The immediate area was dark, only a handful of flickering torches lighting the path through the huts that led to the latrine pits. But to the east an orange glow lit up the night.

      “Something is on fire,” Kaeri breathed in excitement. “The eating hall, I think.”

      The rhythmic thudding of marching feet approached, and Kaeri and Talyn pressed themselves into the wall of their hut moments before a row of soldiers came into sight, moving past them in the direction of the eating hall. The captain shouted an order, and the row of soldiers moved into a jog.

      “Let’s follow them.” Kaeri hissed.

      Talyn reached out to catch Kaeri’s arm before she ran off. “If it’s just a fire, we should stay put. We’ll end up in the cells if we get caught outside after curfew.”

      Kaeri’s green eyes glimmered. “What if it’s not just a fire?”

      Talyn hesitated, but the same instinct from before nudged at her, refusing to let go. “All right.”

      She limped after Kaeri, shadowing her carefully between the patches of darkness around the torches. Her back stung, already sore from her too-quick movements earlier, but she ignored it. Adrenalin hummed through her veins, dousing the pain, bringing the sweet taste of anticipation instead.

      Occasionally they were forced to stop and crouch in the shadows as more soldiers ran past. The bells were still ringing, a steady pattern Talyn didn’t recognise but assumed was summoning more soldiers from barracks.

      Eventually they reached the eastern edge of the female housing area. A breeze from the north carried the stench from the latrine pits mixed with the acrid odour of smoke.

      “It is the eating hall.” Kaeri stopped in the shadows along the side of a hut. Ahead was the wide clearing which surrounded the long building where the slaves ate their meals every day.

      Kaeri crouched, hiding deeper in the darkness, and Talyn bit down on a wince as she followed suit. Flames licked up the southern side of the hall and onto the roof while a group of soldiers battled it with buckets of water from a nearby well. It was a losing battle. A thick haze of smoke drifted on the breeze.

      Another group of soldiers came running past, their captain shouting at them to hurry. Talyn frowned as they ran past those fighting the blaze and continued north. “Where are they going?” she asked.

      Kaeri glanced at her. “What if the fire was a distraction?”

      The adrenalin running through Talyn’s blood spiked. “For an escape attempt?”

      “Come on.” Kaeri rose to her feet.

      “Where are we going?”

      “To find out where those soldiers are headed. If there’s an escape attempt in progress, maybe we can—”

      “We can see what’s happening from here,” Talyn said, trying to be sensible even though part of her wanted to follow Kaeri without question. They were well hidden, but if they broke cover, the chances of being spotted rose exponentially.

      “Just a little bit closer.”

      Kaeri moved before Talyn could stop her. Sticking to the shadows of the huts, she moved north towards the latrine pits, the burning mess hall to their right. Once they reached the last hut before the pits, both women crouched down again, keeping to the darkness.

      They’d just settled in position when more shouts sounded. A handful of men burst into sight, seven at a quick count, illuminated by the flames as they sprinted into the open space before the eating hall. They were coming from the men’s huts.

      Slaves.

      All of them carried makeshift weapons. They clustered together for a moment, then one of them pointed, and they veered off—away from the burning building and in the direction of the front gates. Some of the guards fighting the blaze ran to cut them off, and the two groups hit each other with cries and thuds and the clashing of weapons.

      Kaeri’s eyes lit up. “It is an escape attempt!”

      But Talyn’s excitement died as quickly as it had come. “They’re not going to make it. There are too many Montagni soldiers and the slaves don’t have proper weapons.”

      “They can win if we help them,” Kaeri urged. “There are only ten or so guards, no Berserkers, maybe we can turn the fight in their favour!”

      “We’d just get ourselves killed,” Talyn hissed. “The alarm is raised and the soldiers are swarming—where do you think they’ve all gone? To cut off the exit.”

      Kaeri’s body thrummed with tension. She was clearly torn. Talyn’s desire to escape beat incessantly at her too, but there was no point risking certain capture. It took everything she had to battle Kaeri, hold herself back, and even then she kept fighting the urge to simply run.

      Together they watched the fighting rage over the cleared ground. They should leave, return to their hut before the situation got worse, but Talyn couldn’t help but stay and watch it all play out. Hope refused to die, even though she knew how this was going to end.

      “All those soldiers we saw can’t just have been to man the front gates and cut off escape,” Kaeri murmured at one point, frustration filling her voice. “There must be more groups of escapees.”

      “Dividing the guards’ attention, a good strategy,” Talyn said. “But before you say it, we don’t know where they are or if they’ve been successful. They might all be bailed up like this group.”

      As Talyn had expected, the Montagni were quickly gaining the upper hand. The wind changed, fading to almost nothing, and thick smoke from the fire began filling the open space. The flames licked hungrily over half the building now.

      “There must be more escapees.” Kaeri saw it too, and frustration filled her voice. “Or there would be far more soldiers here fighting that fire.”

      Just as she finished speaking, more soldiers appeared from the east carrying buckets of water to attack the flames. The remaining escapees were being slowly forced back towards the open drill field north of the hall, their numbers rapidly dwindling.

      More shouts echoed over the noise of the fighting and the fire, and a line of twelve marching slaves came into sight, watched over by four soldiers holding drawn swords. In the distance Talyn spotted more lines of slaves, but they were too far away to make out any detail. Soon smoke obscured them completely.

      At Talyn’s side, Kaeri’s shoulders slumped. “That’s why we saw the guards running towards the men’s residential area.”

      “What is it?”

      “They’re rousing the male slaves to do a head count and make sure no more of them try anything,” Kaeri said dully. “But they’re keeping them in small, controllable groups. The guards are regaining control.”

      Talyn hesitated. They should go back to their hut. It was the only safe thing to do—the guards might look to do a headcount of the female slaves too—but she still couldn’t tear herself away from what was happening.

      One of the slaves being marched towards the dining hall stumbled and fell. A guard tried to drag him to his feet, but he’d sprained an ankle, and cried out in pain, falling again. When the guard tried to heave him back up, the slave slapped his hands away. The guard gave a growl of anger and drove his sword through the slave’s chest.

      Talyn stared, transfixed, as the slave went still, blood spreading in a pool around him. The other slaves froze too, staring in horror at the body.

      The slave hadn’t been trying to escape. He’d simply fallen and turned his ankle.

      And now he was dead.

      Slaves weren’t human to these soldiers. Talyn had intellectually known that. Had known she was a slave too. But she hadn’t felt it, not truly understood it, until now.

      The flame inside her flickered back to life. A steady, rising rage.

      Smoke filled the open space, cutting off the guards fighting the fire on the south side from the handful of battling escapees still alive, and the slaves being marched down for a head count.

      The different groups of guards couldn’t see each other—the smoke was too thick. And none of the soldiers were Berserkers; just infantry. Maybe…

      Kaeri’s hand settled on her arm, cutting off Talyn’s thoughts. “Come on, we should get—”

      A howl of fury broke through the frozen tableau and one of the slaves broke ranks, running at the murderous guard and slamming into him, sending them both flying to the ground. Before the Montagni even realised what was happening, the slave had yanked the knife from his belt and slit his throat with it.

      Talyn froze with recognition at the quick, efficient kill. It was Zamaril.

      The other three guards shouted a challenge, drawing their weapons and closing in on him. Zamaril grabbed the dead soldier’s sword and leapt to his feet. The smoke, billowing from the fire, swept into the open space with a strong gust of wind, temporarily obscuring him from Talyn’s sight.

      The escaping slaves were down to three now, their comrades lying dead on the ground. Talyn counted eight soldiers surrounding them, slowly closing in, the intent to kill rather than capture clear in the way they held their swords.

      Eleven soldiers total in sight. And Zamaril had a weapon. Still, they probably had minutes before more soldiers appeared or the smoke cleared enough for those fighting the fire to see what was going on.

      But Zamaril had killed a soldier... they wouldn’t let him live if he was caught.

      Talyn glanced at Kaeri, then rose to her feet. “We have to help him.”

      “Wait! Talyn, you were right.” Kaeri swore and came after her. “It’s too late, we won’t get out now.”

      They’d already broken the cover of darkness by the huts, though nobody had seen them yet, the smoke helping to hide them. Talyn glanced at Kaeri. “I won’t leave him.”

      “What are you planning on doing? Watching while I help Zamaril?” Kaeri demanded.

      Talyn tossed her a grin. “I’m not entirely useless. We help Zamaril, then we kill the rest of the guards so that none of them live to identify us. And we do it before any more guards come.”

      “Solid plan,” Kaeri muttered, but her green eyes were bright. “Not at all reckless and dangerous.”

      They ran across the open ground, limited to Talyn’s limping speed. Abruptly they emerged into a space cleared of smoke where Zamaril was trying to hold off three soldiers while the other slaves watched in mingled fear and horror. Two soldiers already lay dead at Zamaril’s feet.

      Shit. Some of those fighting the escaping slaves had come to help contain Zamaril.

      Talyn came to a halt to assess the situation, but Kaeri didn’t. She ran towards the nearest guard, leapt onto his back and forced him to the ground. Once there, before he could even begin to struggle, she reached around and snapped his neck in one movement.

      Talyn stared.

      A guard shouted and the smoke shifted briefly—there was only one escapee still alive, and he was swaying on his feet, bleeding from numerous wounds, a hopeless expression settling on his face as the guards closed on him.

      Kaeri’s sudden attack drew one of the guards facing Zamaril towards her. The Wolf held his ground, blood and soot covering his face, daring the remaining soldier to come closer.

      A cry of pain echoed through the night. The final escapee was down. A soldier drove a blade into his chest, ensuring he was dead, and then the remaining guards came to deal with Kaeri and Zamaril.

      Eight soldiers to deal with. None of them Berserkers.

      Talyn glanced back; the smoke still concealed them from the soldiers fighting the burning hall. But that cover could vanish in seconds if the wind picked up again. It would surely only be moments before reinforcements came—and once any of them were spotted they’d be dead. They had to kill these men and disappear before that happened.

      Talyn shifted her glance to Kaeri, who was facing down a single Montagni circling her. All the others had converged on Zamaril. Seven on one.

      Zamaril whirled, only his sublime footwork holding the soldiers back. But he couldn’t attack when he had to focus so furiously on defence, and eventually he’d begin to tire. The slaves from his group were huddled together nearby. Their expressions were rigid with terror.

      The sharp scent of smoke and blood filled the air, assaulting Talyn from all angles. Turning, she scanned the area, looking for.... her gaze landed on a knife, fallen in the mud near the guard Kaeri had killed.

      She moved for the knife, bending to yank it off the ground, sliding her palm around the leather-bound hilt. Then, she hefted it, lined up one of the Montagni facing Zamaril, and threw.

      The knife took the guard high in the back, piercing his heart. As his body toppled lifeless to the ground, the soldier nearest him spun to see what had happened. When he saw the unarmed slave woman facing them, he laughed.

      He barked an order to two soldiers and they broke away to come at her, leaving the rest to deal with Zamaril. He took advantage of their momentary distraction and leapt at one of the guards, running his blade into the man’s chest before darting back and blocking another attack a second before it would have sliced across his throat.

      Talyn stood, feet apart, hands loose at her sides, as the two soldiers approached her, swords drawn.

      A deep, steadying breath.

      She had limited range of movement, but her body knew what to do. So she let go of conscious thought and trusted.

      Talyn waited until they were almost on her before bending her knees and leaping into the air. She flipped, landed lightly in the mud behind them, and in the same graceful movement reached forward to yank out the knife sheathed at the waist of the nearest soldier.

      She gripped the hilt, ducked under his sword as he spun around, and rose up to slam the knife between his ribs. He dropped, breath gargling as his lungs filled with blood, and she grabbed his body, spinning around so that he took the sword strike of the second guard. He stumbled. Talyn stepped in and slammed her knee into his face so that he fell backwards, before taking his sword and burying it in his throat.

      Then came the pain.

      She dropped to the ground, gasping, body arching as agony screamed through her back. A flood of warm dampness warned her that she’d torn open her scars. She took deep, gulping breaths to control the pain, and looked over towards where Zamaril and Kaeri had been last.

      Kaeri straddled her opponent, halfway through withdrawing a blade from his chest. Zamaril was rising from killing the last of the soldiers around him, his attention shifting to Talyn across the open space. When he saw her, his eyes widened with utter shock.

      She lifted a hand, dragged herself to her feet, and began limping towards him. When they met she threw her arms around him, ignoring the pain in her back. He hugged her fiercely before stepping away. “Ciantar. I’ve been... you’re here,” He breathed, eyes alight despite the soot and blood streaking his face. “You’re hurt?”

      “I’m fine.” She wanted to sink down to the ground and let all the words she wanted to say out, to tell him everything that had happened, find out what he knew, come up with an escape plan together. But it was impossible. She firmed her shoulders. “We’re about to have soldiers all over this area and they can’t find us like this.”

      His gaze shifted around, pausing briefly on Kaeri as she approached, then moving to the dead bodies of the escaping slaves. “We can move Rila’s body over with those, that way it just looks like he was escaping with them.”

      “Do it,” Talyn ordered. Thick smoke still wreathed the clearing but too much time had passed. More soldiers had to be on their way. They had seconds, maybe a minute if they were lucky.

      Zamaril and Kaeri hefted the body and began carrying it over to the others lying in the mud. “Can you trust the rest of your group to stay quiet about what happened?” Talyn paced alongside them, eyes up and watching for guards.

      “I’ll talk to them. They won’t say a thing.” Zamaril sounded confident.

      “You all need to go straight back to your huts and stay there. When more guards come looking you tell them nobody came for you,” Talyn said. “And make sure you wash that blood and soot off.”

      “What about you?” he asked.

      Talyn was cut off by the sound of running feet and the sharp command of a captain. Kaeri tugged at her arm. She met Zamaril’s gaze. “I’ll be fine. Go, get out of here.”

      “Ciantar.” He hesitated, glancing between her and the smoky haze that obscured the oncoming guards. “We have to talk.”

      “We’ll figure out a way. But right now you have to take your slaves and run!”

      Without another word Talyn and Kaeri turned and ran back towards the female huts, as fast as Talyn could go given the slicing pain in her back.

      She hoped Zamaril made it back safely. She didn’t know what she’d do if he was caught and killed.

      She would just have to trust that he could keep the slaves quiet.

      

      A daze settled over Talyn as she stumbled along behind Kaeri. Part of her felt alive, vital. The rest felt like dissolving into furious, aching tears at the pain throbbing through her after the fight. Would she ever be whole again?

      Lia was awake, eyes widening when Kaeri and Talyn stumbled in. Her gaze took in the blood splattered on their clothes and Talyn’s limping movement. All three froze.

      Silence held, long and thick.

      And then the ringing of the alarm bells changed rhythm, presumably sending new orders to the camp soldiers.

      Kaeri spun into movement, dragging her bloodied clothes off before throwing fresh clothes at Talyn and bundling her dirty ones into a ball she hid under her pallet. “You tell the guards about this, they’ll kill us all,” she said to Lia, voice ice cold.

      “Kaeri, enough.” Talyn didn’t miss the flash of fear rippling over Lia’s face. There had been something else there when Kaeri and Talyn had first come in, though. Talyn thought it might have been hope.

      “She needs to know the consequences if she rats us out.” Kaeri finished dressing in clean attire and set to work washing her face and hands in their shared bowl of water.

      “I think she already knows.” Talyn undressed more slowly, wincing with every movement.

      Shouts echoed through the night, orders. More marching feet sounded in the distance, thankfully not yet coming anywhere near them.

      “There was an escape attempt?”

      Lia’s voice was so quiet Talyn barely heard it. She paused in pulling on clean pants. “Multiple groups of men tried to escape. They set a fire as a diversion. The ones we saw were all killed,” she said.

      Lia said nothing to that. She held Talyn’s gaze for a moment, then turned away and curled up on her pallet, as if to go back to sleep.

      “Hurry,” Kaeri told Talyn. “Once they find those bodies they might decide to turn out the female slaves too.”

      Getting back to her feet. Walking normally. It seemed impossible—she couldn’t even reach up high enough to get her bloodied shirt off without crippling pain. Exhaustion washed over her in a wave. “I think my scars have opened up.” It was all she could think to say. Her teeth were chattering and she trembled from a combination of shock and fading adrenaline.

      “I’m not surprised.” Kaeri stared at her. “Do you know what you just did?”

      “I was there, thank you,” Talyn snapped.

      “You killed two highly trained Montagni soldiers without even breaking a sweat. In, like, seconds.” Kaeri seemed to have forgotten her urgency. “I’ve been going on about how good Zamaril is, but you…”

      Talyn glanced down at the drying blood on her hands. “I am Callanan trained, Kaeri.”

      “Here, let me look at your back. Wash that blood off your hands and face while I do.”

      Kaeri crouched down behind her. Talyn winced as her friend gently pulled away her shirt from her back. She scrubbed her hands as best she could in the now red water.

      “It’s sticking,” Kaeri murmured. “Wait a second.”

      She dipped a worn rag into the water before dampening Talyn’s back until the shirt came away easily. By then her trembling had turned to shivering, caused by a combination of pain and the cold night air.

      “Your scars have opened up at the top here.” Kaeri touched the spot softly. “I’ll bind them as best I can with an old shirt, but you’ll need to restrict your movement until they close up.”

      “I’m never going to be whole again, am I?” Talyn asked bitterly.

      “Probably not, no,” Kaeri said, quietly.

      “Do what you need to do. I appreciate it.”

      Silence fell for a few moments as Kaeri cleaned out the wounds on her back before binding them. Once she was done she handed Talyn a clean shirt then tossed out the blooded water.

      “It’s not like you were a slouch.” Talyn turned to her, wincing as her back pulled. “And you don’t have a scratch on you.”

      “I had the element of surprise, and then you and Zamaril drawing most of their attention away from me,” Kaeri said dismissively.

      Talyn sighed. All the fire inside her had died away to ashes. “Do you think the guards will come for us?”

      “I hope not. Between the three of us, we managed to kill all the soldiers in sight.” Kaeri sighed. “The only thing that could betray us is the slaves with Zamaril. They saw everything.”

      “Zamaril can handle them. I know he can.” Talyn wouldn’t doubt him.

      Kaeri rose to her feet. “If you say so. Come on, let’s get some rest. If the guards come to turn us out, best make it appear like we’re sleeping peacefully.”

      “Kaeri? We’re going to get out of here.”

      She stopped, turned back to Talyn, steel in her gaze. “Yes, we will.”

      

      No guards came. For once the Montagni attitudes towards women fighting worked in their favour—presumably the soldiers had assumed that no female slave could have killed so many trained soldiers so quickly. She could only hope Zamaril escaped their inspection unscathed too.

      Talyn fell into a fitful sleep that slowly deepened. She had no idea how long she slept before the nightmare came.

      The pain hit first, tearing through her side with an agony so powerful that it stole the breath she needed to scream. A blade was buried deep in muscle and bone. Another voice shouted nearby; was it Zamaril? Blood poured down her side... too much blood. She was dying. Strength leeched out of her, but she had to fight, she had to help them, she had to… but the Bearmen were too strong. She couldn’t fight them off, couldn’t get to Zamaril, couldn’t—

      Talyn came awake with a gasp. Sweat slicked her skin and she was tangled so tightly in her blanket that she had to fight to be free of it. Gasping, she scrabbled backwards until she was pressed against the wall—needing the solidity of it despite the pain in her back. Her breath came in great heaving sobs and the nightmare was still wrapped around her so that she couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think.

      Trapped. Trapped. Trapped.

      A scream threatened to escape her and only the sound of Kaeri’s voice prevented it. “Talyn!” It was sharp, cutting through the fog of the nightmare.

      Reality began setting in around her. The cold air. The pain in her body. The always-there edge of hunger and weariness. The faint blue light of pre-dawn outside the door.

      She was in the slave labour camp. In the hut she shared with Kaeri. She was fine. She wasn’t trapped. Lia and Roni had wakened, and Lia stared at Talyn with the same wide-eyed stare she had the night before.

      “I’m okay,” she gasped, trying to reassure them. “Just let me… catch my breath. Go back to sleep.”

      Kaeri looked at her. “Another nightmare.” It wasn’t a question.

      Talyn nodded anyway, shivering.  She closed her eyes, biting her lip to hold back her tears. She wished Cuinn were there with everything she had. There to sing to her and take away the fear that she’d never be whole again. That she’d never get home.

      Where was he?
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      The silence of the mountain was abruptly broken by the harsh and penetrating clang of bells. Cuinn’s eyes flew open. He was already pushing off his blankets and swinging off the hammock when Swift strode into the sleeping cavern Cuinn shared with his fellow flyers. Their legion captain was dressed in flying gear, beanie hanging from his hand.

      “We’re on!” Swift called out. “Up to the flight platform now.”

      They moved.

      Cuinn and his legion mates stepped agilely around each other as they dressed in woolen breeches, undershirts, shirts, then the wool-lined SkyRider tunic over all of it. He yanked his beanie from the table beside his hammock and made it out the door third, pausing only for a breath to run his fingers over the crossed swords etched from tens of little amber stars over his heart.

      Swift waited for them as they filed into the cavern—its walls lined with flying gear and weapons—that opened up to the flight platform. Quickly, efficiently, they tugged on their beanies, slung harnesses over their shoulders, then reached for bows and quivers. While they loaded up, Swift briefed them.

      “SkyRider scouts report two Firthlander warships a half-day’s sail from the east coast just north of the Ayrlemyre range. They’ve got nievers on board.”

      “How many?” Cuinn asked, steadfastly ignoring the anxiety already building in the pit of his stomach. While they couldn’t fly as high or as fast as the mountain eagles SkyRiders rode, nievers were strong, vicious creatures, and could inflict serious damage on a SkyRider legion.

      “It’s unclear. Two ships could fit a legion, depending how many soldiers are packed on board. But we’ve got helpful weather today—snow and rain moving in from the southeast, which means we can approach above cloud cover. Hopefully we’ll be on them before they know we’re coming,” Swift replied.

      In the beginning, these briefings had exhausted Cuinn—the waves of fear and anticipation from his fellow SkyRiders washing over him in a tide, draining his energy and will.

      But it had been a month now since that first chaotic battle.

      A full month of combat with Swift’s legion—flying in support of Aimsir missions pushing back incursions along where the northern foothills of the Ayrlemyre range ran into ocean and Conmoran farming land.

      Long hours in the air, little sleep, rough conditions. He’d learned the taste of battle, the fear that came with it, the exhilaration too.

      He’d killed.

      It would never be easy, never not make him sick to his stomach, never not be the last thing he ever wanted to do. But in the chaos of fighting, when nievers were screaming through the air around him and only his focus and Trystaan’s ability to swoop and dodge were what kept him alive, firing those arrows was second nature, a defence mechanism. The only way to keep himself and his legion mates alive. There was no time or concentration left over to feel the pain of a dying niever or its rider.

      That didn’t mean it wasn’t hard. That it didn’t leave him far more exhausted than any other SkyRider after a fight. That he didn’t want to throw up the moment he got back from a mission and the realisation he’d killed again flooded him. But he needed this. Needed to grow strong. Tempered. Hardened.

      “Wolf, you’ll take Feather and Drift in first. Use the sun to hide your approach, then make a rapid descent and circle the ships—your purpose is to draw out any niever-flyers on board and lead them away. Once they’re clear of the ships, the rest of us will break cloud cover and drop on top of them.” Swift’s gaze landed on Cuinn. “A clean ambush. Take out the nievers, then the ships are vulnerable.”

      “Sir.” He nodded, shoulders straight.

      Nobody looked surprised Swift had chosen Cuinn for this task, even though he was by far the most junior member of the legion. A month of fighting and he’d already made a name for himself. The foreign prince who flew like an eagle, whose sharp winged folk eyes could pick out an approaching attack before anyone else, whose arrows rarely missed.

      They’d given him the sky name Wolf. A hunter in the air. Ruthless. But one who always looked out for his pack before anything else.

      It was a name he carried with fierce pride.

      “Let’s go!” Swift ordered.

      Cuinn’s heart thudded with a now-familiar mixture of fear and anticipation as he strode out to the landing platform, the cold mountain air instantly gusting around him, tugging at his clothes. His whistle sounded amongst fifty others, snatched up and carried away on the wind. The prince he’d once been, the one who’d hidden in the shadows of the night as the Shadowhawk, could never have faced open battle like this. Couldn’t have even contemplated it.

      He wasn’t that man anymore.

      And then Trystaan swooped out of the sky along with tens of other magnificent mountain eagles, and the fear faded, anticipation surging in its place. Cuinn had the harness on in moments, two quivers bristling with arrows hanging heavy down his back, his bow firmly attached to them.

      He stretched out, settling himself onto the eagle’s back, then reached down to stroke silky feathers. “Let’s go, Trystaan.”

      

      They flew through thick grey cloud, ice and rain pelting at every inch of exposed skin. The SkyRiders either side and ahead of Cuinn were barely visible. They’d practiced flying in these conditions over and over, Swift in the lead, those behind him flying close enough to see him, those behind them the same, and back through the column. Now it was second nature.

      It took over a full-turn to reach the coastline, and then Swift took them higher, until the air was so thin it was hard to breathe, so cold Cuinn shivered even with his layers of clothing.

      But the cloud would hide them.

      They angled northwest, and then after another half-turn of flight, a hand signal passed down through the legion.

      Swift ordering a halt.

      The eagles shifted into a circling pattern, bunching close enough they could just make out their captain in the centre. A shrieking wind tore at them, ice and rain soaking through their clothes. The eagles rose and dropped with the thermals. Once they were gathered, Swift made a series of exaggerated signals.

      Cuinn focused hard—he hadn’t had the months of training in signaling that other SkyRiders got, and it had taken several long nights of study for him to catch up. Even so he still had to pay careful attention to understand the orders given. Making a mistake could mean the death or injury of a legion-mate, or himself.

      They were above the area where the scouts had spotted the ships. Swift pointed at Cuinn, then pointed directly below them. Cuinn lifted a hand to say he’d acknowledged, then sought out Feather’s eager gaze and Drift’s nod.

      He settled into the harness, then shifted his body weight forward, giving Trystaan the signal to dive. His eagle gave a screech of excitement, then furled his wings and dove downwards.

      Icy cloud rushed past Cuinn’s face, blurring his vision and numbing his skin.

      In that moment he was flying again. Nothing but air rushing by him and that familiar swoop in his stomach. Azrilan had never taken his wings. In that moment was peace.

      With peace came a slowly realised acceptance. He had lost his wings, but he had Trystaan now. And a path back from where Azrilan had tossed him.

      And then, abruptly, they burst from the cloudbank and into a clear day with the blue ocean beneath them. Cuinn immediately sent Trystaan banking until their approach was framed by the sun directly behind. His eyes scanned the surface, looking for... there! Two ships, sails billowing, making for the Conmoran coastline.

      A quick glance back assured him Feather and Drift were close behind, so he shifted his body again, sending Trystaan swooping down towards the ships. Wind rushed past, the exhilaration of flying at such speed sweeping through him, exuberance and joy all at once.

      The ships grew closer and closer, until he could make out the snarling bear of the Firthlander sigil on the sails and the running figures of the crew as they finally noticed the SkyRiders dropping on them. He brought Trystaan in low, giving both ships a good look at the three eagles, before banking east and circling back around.

      A high-pitched scream sounded faintly on the wind, soon joined by others. Dark shapes lifted off the closest ship, wings flapping powerfully, one after the other. Niever-flyers.

      Cuinn’s gaze roved the deck as Trystaan flew by—he counted twenty nievers in the process of becoming airborne, and at least that many more being harnessed by their riders. He made a quick series of gestures to Drift and Feather. They signaled back an acknowledgement of his orders.

      “Time to fight, Trystaan,” he murmured. Taking a breath, he unclipped his harness so that he could sit up, then clipped it back on. He reached back for his bow, made sure it was firmly in his grasp, then shifted his hips forward. “Now.”

      The eagle flapped his wings, screaming out in challenge as he swooped on the nievers lifting into the air—the time when they were at their most vulnerable. Cuinn reached for an arrow, nocked, fired. A niever-flyer toppled into the ocean. A second followed, a third. Then Trystaan was past and banking for another run.

      Return arrows flew towards him as niever-flyers got into the air and began closing the distance. Trystaan flipped sideways, then straightened. Cuinn got off two more shots as they flew back over the nievers and headed east.

      “Up!” Cuinn called to Trystaan, the harness digging into him as the eagle began a rapid upward ascent. Feather and Drift had followed suit, and niever-flyers streamed after them.

      Cuinn banked Trystaan left, then urged him back into a dive, attacking from above, firing arrow after arrow at the pursuing nievers. A return arrow flew past his ear, another almost caught Trystaan’s wingtip.

      The two of them flew right through the pack of niever-flyers for a chaotic few moments of screeching and slashing talons and shouts of the flyers. Then they were through and dropping towards the surface of the ocean, drawing the niever-riders further away from their ships.

      New screaming cries echoed from above. Cuinn glanced up. SkyRiders boiled out of the clouds, Swift leading the rest of the legion to spring the trap and surround the niever-flyers now cut off from their ships.

      Cuinn fired until he had only a handful of arrows left, killing a niever or its rider with almost every shot he took. Trystaan weaved and banked and swooped, filling gaps, covering the backs of Cuinn’s legion mates, killing nievers before they could kill SkyRiders. Even so, two SkyRiders fell from the sky. Cuinn flinched with each hit—the fear and grief of those alive mixing with the emotions of those falling to make it too hard to ignore completely—and fought bitterly not to let it break his concentration.

      Eventually, there were only a handful of niever-flyers remaining aloft. They broke away, winging east back towards Firthland. The distance was too great and they probably wouldn’t make it. Cuinn did his best not to imagine the despair of that.

      He didn’t succeed.

      His stomach knotted with nausea and the fallout of so many intense emotions as Swift gathered the legion with a series of sweeping hand gestures.

      Cuinn took a deep, steadying breath, focused his mind, then joined his legion as together they wheeled around and bore down on the Firthlander ships. He reached inside his tunic and curled his fingers around the flint stored there. He drew an arrow, shielding it from the wind with his body as he used the flint to ignite the prepared arrowhead. It flared into flame, the sweet scent of izerdia filling his senses.

      They were almost on the ships now. He nocked the arrow, drew, and fired into the nearest sail. It hit and the flame caught, flared bright orange, then began spreading. Trystaan soared past with a cry, angling back up into the sky. After him, each remaining SkyRider fired their flaming arrows into the ships.

      Swift called the retreat. Cuinn lingered a moment before following, watching the ships begin to burn. He didn’t allow himself to think about the soldiers on those ships, or the niever-flyers he’d killed. Instead he thought about the fact they were Tarcos’s ships. Tarcos’s nievers. And instead of pain and tiredness, he felt satisfaction.

      Under him, Trystaan screamed triumph.

      Cuinn shifted his weight, sent Trystan circling higher after the others. At a safe height, the legion formed up and headed back to Mothduriem, leaving two burning ships drifting on the ocean behind them.
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      They landed back at Mothduriem, a legion of forty-four SkyRiders now instead of their original fifty—they’d lost six legion mates in the past month—weary and heartsick but also pleased with their success.

      Cuinn unbuckled his harness and spent a moment running his hands through Trystaan’s feathers in gratitude, before letting the eagle go to find food and rest. He joined his fellow riders as they ate their fill in the mess and had a cup of ale to celebrate the mission. Then two more cups to honour their fallen.

      This was the hardest part of the day. Their shared grief was too much like the grief he still felt for Halun, for Tiercelin and his fallen Wolves. Not to mention he’d grown to respect and care about his legion too. He couldn’t stop the tears welling in his eyes or the fierce ache in his chest that made it hard to breathe.

      Once the cups had been drunk, silence fell and they all turned to him expectantly. He closed his eyes then and began to sing, a soft melody that gathered up his grief and regret and used it to honour those that had fallen.

      His song wrapped them all in comfort, in reassurance, in hope. Shoulders relaxed, tears slid down cheeks. And for a few moments Cuinn allowed himself to escape into music.

      Nobody said anything once his song trailed off into silence. But as each of them rose to head to their hammocks and get some rest, they all had a word for him, or a pat on the back or a quick squeeze of his shoulder. Their appreciation warmed him.

      Once they were all gone, Cuinn didn’t follow. As weary as he was, as much as he knew he should let his body and magic rest, he was too anxious.

      And troubled.

      It was getting easier to fight, to kill, there was no denying it. He’d come here to grow strong, to learn to be harder. He should be pleased at his success. Instead he felt doubt. Was learning to bury his compassion, to accept death and violence around him, really the right thing to do?

      Unable to rest with these thoughts swirling in his head, he made his usual daily visit to the tiny cavern where any messages delivered to the SkyRider base were held and processed by a single old man with a shock of white hair and bright blue eyes.

      “Nothing here, Wolf, sorry,” he said with an apologetic look. “I promise I’ll come and deliver it myself if something comes for you.”

      “Thanks, Terra.”

      His shoulders slumped as he walked away. He couldn’t escape the growing certainty that he’d been away from home too long. The entire flight back it had been nagging at him—they’d destroyed two ships and killed nievers. But soon Azrilan was going to add Montagn’s ships to Tarcos’s.

      And they were barely holding the lines now.

      He knew he had only had one chance to win the Dumnorix, that if he tried too early, before he was ready, they’d refuse and he’d have nothing. He needed to convince them he was strong, yes, a worthy ally. But more than that, he had to give them a reason to ally with him. He needed leverage.

      But it wasn’t just that anymore.

      He had to leave before he started wanting to stay. Before the exhilaration of SkyRiding took over and distracted him from his true purpose.

      He should sleep. Try and shut off his circling thoughts for a few full-turns at least.

      One of the servants that lived amongst the SkyRiders in Mothduriem hovered at the door to his legion’s sleeping cavern, clearly waiting for him. “Wolf. You’ve got a visitor.”

      “Really?” His eyebrows shot skywards. Who would be visiting him in the middle of the Ayrlemyre Mountains?

      “It’s all a bit mysterious. He wouldn’t give a name. He’s waiting at the entrance. The guards on shift there are keeping an eye on him, just in case.”

      Fear shuddered through him. He’d felt safe in Mothduriem, even without his Wolf guards. Now he wondered if Azrilan’s hounds had finally learned where he was. But simply walking up to the SkyRider base and asking for him seemed a foolish move for a trained Shadow. Surely they could have just used the darkness to creep inside and get to him?

      Cuinn let out an internal sigh. The entry cavern was a long walk down. “Thanks. I’ll go now.”

      So much for sleep.

      

      The entrance to Mothduriem for non-SkyRiders was located near the base of the mountain and almost impossible to find unless you knew where you were going. Which made the fact he had a visitor even more intriguing. As he approached, he readied his song magic, just in case it was an ambush. He’d read the emotions of the visitor before whoever it was even knew Cuinn was approaching.

      A man waited in the small entry area, the two guards at the narrow cavern opening keeping one eye on him and one on the path leading up to the entry. He was tall, broad-shouldered, with neatly trimmed brown hair and beard and wearing a simple brown cloak.

      Hope and delight flashed through Cuinn all at once, and all the weariness lifted from his shoulders. He’d been expecting a written message once Leviana and Cynia had done what he’d asked them to do, not a personal visit. He stopped dead, a smile stretching across his face. “So you’re what an Armun looks like.”

      The man flashed him an irritated glance, looking pointedly towards the guards.

      “Right, sorry.” Cuinn cleared his throat. “Come with me. We can talk somewhere nobody will see us.”

      He led the Armun back along the tunnel to a food storage area that held emergency supplies and therefore was rarely visited.

      “You’re Cuinn Acondor,” the man said once he’d shut the door. He’d barely looked at their surroundings, but Cuinn got the distinct impression he could recite exactly how many sacks of flour were in the far corner if asked.

      “And you’re Saundin, I take it?”

      The Armun nodded. “I received a message from Warriors Leed and Seinn that you wanted to see me urgently.”

      And he’d respected both Callanan enough to come all this way to see Cuinn, despite the war between their two countries. Hope flared even brighter in Cuinn’s chest. Could this crazy plan possibly work? He almost swayed on his feet at the rush of relief that thought roused.

      “You worked with Talyn Dynan and Sari Astley,” Cuinn said, settling back against the door. While he talked, he wrapped the man in his song magic. Saundin was a master at shielding his emotions, and the only things Cuinn caught were wariness and calm focus. He wouldn’t be surprised if the man was aware of how song magic worked and had come prepared for Cuinn.

      “I did. Who are you to them? Warrior Astley died years ago.”

      Cuinn relaxed further as he caught the hint of old grief that escaped Saundin’s control—so he was still sad enough over Sari’s death that he couldn’t completely hide it. That, in addition to the fact Talyn, Leviana and Cynia trusted him, was enough for Cuinn.

      “Talyn is my betrothed.”

      Saundin snorted, genuine amusement flashing over his unremarkable features. “Sure she is.”

      “It’s true. Do you think Leviana and Cynia would have asked you to meet me if they didn’t trust me like they clearly trust you?”

      A moment’s silence, then, “What do you want?”

      “I want to find a way to stop this war.” Cuinn pinned him with a look. “Do you?”

      “I am a Firthlander Armun. You’re a deposed Mithranan prince who has strangely decided to become a SkyRider. You don’t think it’s a little odd for us to be having this conversation?”

      “That’s exactly why we’re having this conversation. This war isn’t any better for Firthland than it is for the Twin Thrones or Mithranar, and it’s come about purely because of the arrogant ambition of two men. I’d like to end it with as little bloodshed as possible, and I need your help to do it.”

      A very long silence filled the space then. Cuinn waited him out, comfortable to let Saundin think it through however long he needed to.

      “She agreed to marry you, huh?” Saundin scratched idly at his beard. “Never would have seen that coming.”

      A smile curled at Cuinn’s mouth. “What can I say, I’m handsome and charming.”

      The Armun pierced him with a look. “What exactly do you want me to do, Cuinn Acondor?”

      Cuinn pushed off the door. “Shall we go somewhere more comfortable, and I can explain that over an ale?”

      “Hot cider would be better. It’s bloody freezing out there.”

      The hope flared brighter again.

      

      They spoke for over two full-turns. Saundin didn’t give away much of what he thought, was laid back and relaxed when he spoke, but had a mind like a steel trap. Together they hammered out the next part of Cuinn’s plan. Well… Saundin’s sharp mind picked out all the holes in Cuinn’s crazy plan and tried to make it slightly less full of holes, anyway.

      Once they were done, and Saundin moved to leave, Cuinn reached out to stop him. “I have a question for you, something that’s been nagging at me.”

      Saundin lifted an eyebrow. “What is it?”

      “For months before Azrilan made his move, the Callanan were receiving information from an informant they’d recruited in Montagn, someone the Armun helped them recruit. This informant told them that Ahara Venador was planning to invade Mithranar, and that he’d recruited Vengeance to create instability there ahead of the invasion.” Cuinn paused, but nothing flickered in Saundin’s expression. Damn, the man was good. His song magic didn’t pick up anything either. “But now I know that Vengeance was actually working for a rogue Shadow loyal to Tarcos and Azrilan. And Ahara Venador wasn’t the one planning war, was he?”

      Saundin slowly ran a hand over his beard, still betraying nothing of his reaction to Cuinn’s question. “I wouldn’t be in a position to know anything about a highly sensitive source being run by the Callanan. But your account is very interesting. If I were to guess, I’d say your rogue Shadow created the informant—if he wasn’t the informant himself—to shift Callanan attention away from Azrilan and House Manunin. Have them focus on the threat of a fake invasion of Mithranar rather than Azrilan’s secret preparations to invoke the spill in Montagn and Tarcos’s actual invasion of the Twin Thrones.”

      “Is that something you can confirm? I’d like to know for certain. I’d also really like to know where the rogue Shadow is right now and what he’s up to.”

      “Your faith in my abilities is disconcertingly high.” Saundin sighed when Cuinn simply shrugged. “What’s the Shadow’s name?”

      “Savin.” Cuinn paused. “But he goes by Navis, too.” Something did flicker across Saundin’s face then, though Cuinn couldn’t read the emotion. “You know him?”

      “I do.” Saundin rose to his feet. “He was posted to the court in Samatia at the same time Tarcos lived there with his uncle. The two were close. He was a bit of a legend amongst the Armun and Shadows, for his shadow skill and ability to plan complex kills. His posting to a relative backwater in Mithranar was a surprise… but it happened about the same time Tarcos was sent to the Twin Thrones to be the hostage for King Aethain.”

      It all made grim sense. “Thank you, Saundin.”

      “I’ll be in touch, Prince Cuinn.”

      And he was gone.

      

      Cuinn went straight to Swift’s personal cavern. Excitement bubbled in his chest. Finally! Finally he could take the next step.

      “Wolf.” Swift looked groggy with sleep when Cuinn knocked on his door. “You should be getting some rest.”

      “Sorry for waking you, sir. I needed to talk to you, and it couldn’t wait.”

      “Come in.” Swift held the door open with a resigned sigh.

      The cavern inside was toasty warm from a fire, the blankets on the hammock rumpled, and Cuinn felt a moment’s guilt for rousing his captain from much-needed rest.

      “Is something wrong?” Swift prompted when he didn’t immediately say anything.

      “No. But it’s time for me to leave.”

      The fire crackled into the silence that followed his words. Eventually Swift dropped into his chair and ran a hand through his short-cropped hair. “I suppose I was expecting this. None of us thought you would stay long—we know your home isn’t here.”

      “I know that it seems like I’m abandoning you, but—”

      Swift cut him off. “You saved multiple SkyRider lives today, don’t think I didn’t notice. And it’s not the first time. Of course I would like you here permanently—you’re a crucial member of the legion—but I don’t resent you for wanting to go home, Wolf.”

      Cuinn wasn’t sure what to say to that. “Thank you, sir.”

      Swift chuckled and rose to his feet. “No more of that. You’re not a SkyRider under my command anymore, Prince Cuinn.”

      “I will always be Wolf to you, and any other SkyRider,” Cuinn said with quiet determination. “Just like Soar.”

      Approval glimmered in Swift’s yes. “Very well. You’ll be missed, Wolf.”

      Cuinn nodded, opened the door, then paused. “I’ll do everything I can to end this war, I promise you.”

      “As will I.” Swift spoke just as fiercely.

      Cuinn walked away before the desire to stay kept him in that room.
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      The sharp crack of chopping wood reverberated through the afternoon. Teams of male slaves sawed through thick trees, while others were busy chopping the fallen trunks into smaller pieces.

      Talyn and Kaeri had been re-assigned to a logging work group. Their job was to pile the chopped wood into carts which were then ferried back to the labour camp to feed the forges in the smithies.

      Taking a moment’s break, Talyn stretched—barely managing to get her arms above shoulder height before the scars on her back pulled painfully—then wiped the sweat from her face with a corner of her grimy shirt.

      “Okay?” Kaeri glanced over at her.

      Talyn bent to pick up another piece of wood. “Just taking a breather.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I am.” And she meant it. The fresh air and exercise of her new work detail had restored Talyn from the lingering lethargy of her long recovery. Her range of movement was still limited, but she’d adapted the way she moved to the scars and her body finally felt strong again. Hungry. Increasingly trapped and burning with frustration over it. But stronger.

      “This would be a good place to escape from,” Kaeri commented.

      Talyn shot her a look. “Would you like to say that a little louder? I don’t think those guards over there heard you. It’s been a whole month since the last attempt, I’m sure they’ve relaxed their vigilance by now.”

      “How many horses are tethered over by the cart?”

      “Six saddled for the guards and two spares in case one of the horses leading the carts goes lame.”

      “And how many guards watching us work?”

      “Twelve in total.”

      “Any slaves out of the eyesight of a guard?”

      “None, as far as I can tell. Except those sent for water.”

      Kaeri snorted. “Not a single hesitation. And you want to tell me you haven’t been thinking about escape?”

      Talyn grinned, tossed her wood in, then walked back to the pile. “I didn’t say I hadn’t been thinking about it.”

      “Then you’ve noticed that we’ve been placed on one of the few work details that operates outside the compound walls, and one of the few where the male and female slaves work together.” Kaeri spoke in an undertone. “It’s the best chance we’ll ever have if we want to escape.”

      “In that case, why don’t we make a run for it right now?” Talyn said dryly, trying not to be drawn in by Kaeri’s eagerness. A better chance didn’t mean it was a good one. “If we make the cover of those trees, they’ll never catch us.”

      “Such a cynic,” Kaeri murmured.

      “I think the word you’re looking for is ‘sensible.’”

      Silence fell between them as they continued working. As much as she’d teased, Kaeri had a good point, and her words kept turning through Talyn’s mind.

      She estimated forty to fifty slaves on their detail. If they all broke at once, the guards wouldn’t be able to stop all of them. But they’d kill many. And the alarm would be raised instantly. Talyn had seen the ruthless efficiency of the Montagni soldiers. Mounted guards would be after those that got away in a heartbeat—men who knew the forest surrounding the camp and had tracker dogs to help hunt them down.

      For all her burning desire to get out, Kaeri knew it too. It was why she hadn’t done anything more than make the odd comment about escaping.

      Talyn turned her focus back to lifting wood. If it looked like she was slacking off, the guards would be on her, and so far she’d managed to cultivate the image of a model slave. They barely looked at her most days.

      The afternoon trailed on. Kaeri seemed edgy—she worked as hard as the others, but kept glancing off into the trees, as if looking for something. Talyn frowned and started paying closer attention. When she caught a male slave working nearby give Kaeri a slight nod, her shoulders tensed.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Working.” Kaeri grunted and dumped an armload of wood into the cart.

      “So you think I’m a cynic and a fool?” Talyn dumped her load too, brushing the dirt from her calloused hands. Their loads filled the cart and one of the guards came over to instruct the driver to take it back to the compound.

      “Do you mind if we go for water until he comes back?” Kaeri asked the guard casually.

      The bearded guard glanced over at the empty water pails and nodded. “Be quick about it. If you’re not back before the cart is, I’ll come looking, with my truncheon.”

      “We’ll be fast.” Kaeri grabbed Talyn’s arm and pulled her over to the empty water pails. She shoved two into Talyn’s arms and set off into the trees carrying four.

      While the guards didn’t particularly care about feeding their workers beyond basic sustenance, they didn’t want them dropping from dehydration in the middle of a work day. That might affect productivity.

      Her anger, usually banked, rose higher, beyond her control for a moment. She’d hated the idea of slavery her entire life, but to actually be in a camp, to witness how slaves were treated… it wasn’t just endless servitude, it was being made less than human. It was far worse than the ignorance and intolerance with which the winged Mithranans treated their human countrymen. She couldn’t wrap her mind around how treating someone like that became possible.

      Their worksite wasn’t far from a swiftly flowing stream. Talyn stomped after Kaeri, waiting until they were out of hearing range of anyone else before hissing, “What are we doing?”

      “Getting water.”

      Talyn stopped in the middle of the faint path, forcing the other woman to stop too. “Stop treating me like I’m stupid.”

      “Trust me,” Kaeri said. “Come on, we haven’t much time.”

      “Time for what? You’re not really trying to escape, are you?” Talyn grumbled, following her reluctantly.

      “Not yet, no.”

      They reached the small clearing in front of the creek. Talyn’s boots sank into the mud around the riverbank as she squatted, wincing, to begin filling her pails with water, but she stopped when she realised Kaeri wasn’t following. Instead she was scanning the hillside of trees around them.

      Shit.

      “You’re meeting someone here.” Talyn straightened in realisation.

      “You’re the one who’s been so desperate to talk to Zamaril.” Kaeri glanced back at her. “Apparently he’s been asking about you too. Discreetly, thank goodness.”

      Hope leapt in her chest then, all her worry over getting caught vanishing in a heartbeat. A moment later, rustling sounded in the trees above them—someone was coming down the hillside.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Talyn shifted from foot to foot in nervous anticipation.

      “I figured it was safer with fewer people knowing.”

      They fell silent as the footsteps grew closer and then Zamaril became visible through the trees. Moments later he dropped lightly into the clearing by the stream. He wore the same work clothes they did, and he carried two water pails in each hand. He had the watchful manner of someone who feared being followed.

      That watchful gaze went straight to Talyn. The same look settled on his face that she remembered from the night of the failed escape: part stunned astonishment, part grief, part disbelief.

      He took a half-step forward. Stopped.

      “Ciantar?” He spoke her name quietly, as if it couldn’t possibly be her, as if he were dreaming.

      “It’s me.” Tears filled Talyn’s eyes as she began walking, meeting him halfway across the clearing to throw herself into his arms and clutch him so tightly neither of them could breathe.

      She pulled back from the hug. “Cuinn?” she whispered.

      Zamaril’s face fell. “I don’t know. I was brought here with you. I don’t know.”

      Talyn closed her eyes, her nails digging into her palms as she clenched her fists so tightly they drew blood.

      “Talyn.” Kaeri’s voice broke the emotion-laden silence in the clearing. “We haven’t got long, a few more minutes at most before the guards come looking.”

      “She’s right.” Zamaril glanced around. “We need to talk. Quickly.”

      Talyn nodded. Her heart was racing, adrenalin flooding her body and making it impossible to stand still. All at once all her hard-won control vanished and all the desperation and panic that had been building in her since getting her memories back burst out like a river flooding its banks. “We have to get out of here, go back to Mithranar. Six thrices, it’s been months already.”

      “Talyn, stop! You’re starting to panic.”

      “I know. I can’t...” She couldn’t stay here. She couldn’t. She couldn’t. She had to go, get out, get home. She was breathing too fast, her head swimming.

      “Ciantar!” Zamaril’s sharp voice drew her back.

      She forced herself to take a deep breath, to swallow some of the panic, try and focus on the Wolf standing in front of her. “Have you... have you identified any options for escape?”

      “I’m working on it, but haven’t come up with anything that gives us good odds of success, except...” He hesitated.

      “What?” Her voice came out sharper than she’d intended.

      “We’re not the only ones who were brought here from Mithranar.” Zamaril seemed to realise they didn’t have time for dithering, because he came right out with it. “Mithanis is here too.”

      Talyn reeled, the shock of that revelation enough to banish the remnants of the panic attack that had been descending. “What? Does he know you’re here?”

      “Yes. We’re both on this work detail. He wants to work together to escape—he’s too afraid to try it on his own. He hasn’t the faintest clue how to track, or forage for food or water, or find shelter.” Zamaril scowled. “He’d barely last a half-turn alone if the tracker dogs didn’t catch him.”

      “Are we talking about Mithanis Acondor?” Kaeri snapped.

      Still reeling, Talyn’s mind went to the random. “Why wasn’t he made to fight like all the new slaves?”

      “He was hurt when he first got here. His back. Azrilan tore out his wings.”

      Kaeri’s eyes widened. Talyn stared.

      Recognising the lack of time, Zamaril forged on. “You’ve seen how skilled a fighter he is, Ciantar. He was a challenge for you in that duel, not to mention his song and warrior magics. Together, we all might have a chance of getting out.”

      “He’s right.”

      “I think we can at least trust that he has the same goal as we do, and that’s getting out of here,” Zamaril added.

      “And once we’re out, then what?” Talyn asked. “He tries to kill us the moment we’re over the fence?”

      “I’m with her.” Kaeri jabbed a thumb in Talyn’s direction. “And I’m worried about your sanity.”

      The thief’s mouth tightened. “We need to actually get out first, before worrying about what comes after. He can help us do that. I’m not suggesting we trust him, just that we use him.”

      Zamaril was right... objectively. But Mithanis Acondor would be a dangerous weapon to use, posing as much risk to them as anyone they tried to use him against. “I need to think about it,” she said, fighting to keep her calm. “And we need to get back. Can you organise this again? Meeting here?”

      “Not frequently, but yes. I’ve been on this detail for months, so I’m often sent to fetch the water.”

      “Good. In three days’ time we meet. Okay?”

      He grinned, moved to the stream to begin filling his pails. “I’ll be here.”

      

      Hours later, Talyn sat on her pallet, back to the wall, arms wrapped around her knees. Seeing Zamaril, speaking to him, had cut through all of the numbness she’d built up over days of endless labour without seeing any obvious way out.

      She felt as fragile as cracked glass, as if at any moment she could splinter into a thousand pieces. Her heart raced in her chest, too fast, and her throat was dry, making it hard to swallow.

      She needed to go. Get out. Tears threatened and she held them back with an effort. She needed to know that Cuinn was okay, that her Wolves were.

      Kaeri sat opposite, watching her carefully. She’d so far left Talyn alone to process everything, but her burning curiosity was evident in her frequent glances, each time she opened her mouth to ask something, then thought better and closed it.

      Eventually she looked at Kaeri. “This is how you’ve felt, the whole time?”

      “In some part.” Sadness rippled briefly over Kaeri’s face and she looked away. “But I’ve got nobody out there to worry about the way you do. I only have myself to look out for.”

      “You’ve got me, now,” Talyn said softly, meaning it.

      “Are you suggesting that Kaeri Venador and Talyn Ciantar-Dumnorix should be friends?”

      Talyn reached out, took her hand. “I’m suggesting that we are friends, Kaeri Venador.”
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      A familiar thrill shot through Cuinn as Trystaan banked before dropping rapidly through a layer of cloud. Cold air streamed past his face, so bitter that the tip of his nose had gone numb.

      When they were clear of cover, his gaze picked out the myriad tiny lights of a city below, situated around a rugged harbour basking in the silver glow of the full moon. He brought Trystaan in low over Port Lachley, circling the night sky above the castle fortress.

      A memory came to him unbidden, of a conversation with Talyn after he’d formally turned down the ahara’s offer of marriage to his daughter, Kaeri Venador. They’d both been worried about what might have been happening in Mithranar during their absence.

      They’d talked about his bloodline, the fact that he had a stronger claim to the Twins Thrones than any other Dumnorix family member alive. She’d been so afraid Mithanis would learn of it and move against Cuinn, nullifying the threat he posed to Mithanis’s power.

      Cuinn had laughed incredulously at the idea of him being worthy of ruling the Twin Thrones and Mithranar. She’d met his gaze, and the resolve in her sapphire eyes had killed his laughter and left him with emotion in his chest so powerful he’d found it difficult to draw breath.

      “I couldn’t think of anyone better,” she’d told him softly.

      The words resounded in him now, and the thought of her sliced through him like a knife, leaving pain so deep he almost cried out. Slowly, he took deep breaths, calming himself.

      Where was she?

      Months had passed and still there was no word. He had no doubt if Saniya had found her, she would have found some way to let him know. Each day Talyn remained gone chipped away at his certainty that she was alive.

      It didn’t matter. His hands curled into fists. She wasn’t with him, but he was determined that he was going to be worthy of the words she’d spoken.

      Cuinn finally took Trystaan lower—heading for the rooftop landing at the castle fortress rather than the SkyRider base on the opposite headland—and brought the eagle down in a gust of air. Once Cuinn slid from his back and unbuckled the harness, Trystaan took back to the skies with a cry.

      He lifted a hand in greeting to the SkyRider guards watching curiously. “I’m Wolf. I’ve just come in from Mothduriem.”

      Both straightened, clearly having heard of him. “What brings you to Port Lachley? Nothing is wrong?”

      “No, not at all,” he reassured them. “I just need to speak with the Dumnorix. Are they here?”

      “All of them.” One waved to the door leading down into the castle. “When your eagle returns from hunting, we’ll make sure he’s nested in nice and warm for the night.”

      “I appreciate it.” Cuinn gave them a warm smile and headed inside.

      

      Inside the castle proper, Cuinn found a Kingshield guard and asked him to take a message to Alyna or Ariar, whoever was closest. The guard, recognising him, smiled a warm welcome and showed Cuinn to one of the chambers that the family used for informal meetings.

      “Shall I ask a servant to bring you some food or drink, Your Highness?”

      “No thank you.” Cuinn paused. “I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.”

      “It’s Adel.” He straightened. “I trained with Captain Dynan in the Kingshield. We joined at the same time.”

      “Then it’s a pleasure to meet you.” Cuinn hesitated. “If you don’t mind, Adel, keep it to yourself that I’m here. Last time—”

      “I remember the attack, Your Highness. Nobody but Lady Alyna and my captain will hear from me that you’re in the castle. I believe Lord Ariar is out for a ride,” Adel promised.

      Once the door closed, Cuinn moved further into the room, catching his reflection in the mirrored surface of one of the windows. It made him start in surprise.

      Since shaving his hair for the journey to Port Lachley, he hadn’t really paid attention to it as it grew back out—amidst SkyRider training, then flying in battle and trying to manage how badly he missed home, his appearance had been the least of his concerns. And there certainly weren’t all that many mirrors in Mothduriem.

      But something had changed in him—whether it was all that had happened back in Mithranar, losing his wings, or being closer to the Dumnorix. What had once been fine, silver-blonde hair now grew out in darker gold curls, not too different from Ariar’s.

      And it wasn’t just his hair.

      His features had hardened, losing some of their winged folk beauty, and his Dumnorix green eyes held a touch of something in them he couldn’t quite recognise. Maybe it was a reflection of the tough scar tissue that had formed around his pain and grief. Steel where there’d once been softness.

      Still, he grimaced at the sight. His SkyRider gear was rumpled and worn and it was obvious he hadn’t shaved in a couple of days. His impatience hadn’t allowed him to consider preparing before facing the family.

      Idiot. After waiting so long, being so patient, he couldn’t afford to ruin his chance now because he didn’t look the part. He considered, then quickly discarded, the idea of using glamour. He didn’t want to trick the Dumnorix into anything.

      Sighing, he dismissed his appearance, and turned his attention to the room. Detailed tapestries covered most of the stone walls, many depicting battle scenes.

      One depicted Alendor Dumnorix, Talyn’s ancestor, sitting on a throne, newly crowned after the defeat of Firthland. A dark-haired woman with a fierce expression stood at his right, and a man with flaming red hair at his left.

      There was no obvious depiction of Alendor’s elder sister—Cuinn’s ancestor—in any of the tapestries. But there was one image, this one of the same fierce woman at Alendor’s side, riding across an open plain with another. The second woman rode a silver white mare at full gallop, raven black hair flying free behind her. A pair of sharp blue eyes were turned towards the artist, impressive in their strength and confidence.

      Something told him it was Rianna. Clearly nobody knew that, or the tapestry wouldn’t be hanging from the wall. Cuinn paused there for a long while. Whoever his father was, he had been Rianna’s grandson. Had he had that impressive strength in his look? That same imperious confidence? If he had, he hadn’t passed any of it to Cuinn.

      He couldn’t imagine someone like that not sticking out in the Acondor court. But maybe that was why his mother had kept the identity of Cuinn’s father such a secret. Maybe she’d kept him away from court before he’d died.

      Eventually he moved on, running his eyes over the other tapestries depicting Aimsir and SkyRiders in battle, then successive Dumnorix rulers.

      It was a rich history, one to be proud of. And he wouldn’t deny that he felt a connection with these people, that they steadied him. But he was a Mithranan prince. Mithranar was his home. He belonged to them and they to him.

      He wondered what Talyn would think of what he might have to do here. He hoped it wouldn’t come to it, hoped it wouldn’t be necessary. But he had to be willing, or it would never work. He had to find that strength somewhere.

      Footsteps outside alerted him, and he spun to face the doorway as Alyna entered. She was a striking woman, her raven hair threaded with grey and bound neatly in a bun at her neck. Her violet eyes were sharp as daggers, with the same flinty aspect to them that Soar and Talyn’s gazes sometimes held but that Cuinn had never seen in Ariar.

      His magic told him Alyna was taken aback by his appearance, but she masked it quickly, and he wasn’t sure whether she’d been startled by his rugged clothes and unshaven roughness or something else. “Prince Cuinn. We weren’t expecting you.”

      “That’s my fault,” he said. “I didn’t warn you. I thought it safest given Azrilan’s hounds.”

      She studied him for a long moment. “Soar says you’re quickly becoming one of the finest SkyRiders in his legions.” She hesitated. “He holds you in high regard.”

      “As I do him,” Cuinn said. “Shall we sit?”

      “I’m comfortable standing.”

      Interesting. His presence was making her uneasy, and by refusing to sit, she was trying to maintain control of the situation until she could work out how best to handle it. Fine. He remained standing as well. “How have you been, Alyna? Is Ariar well?”

      Her mouth tightened at his polite attempt at small talk. “May I ask what brings you back to Port Lachley?”

      Cuinn frowned. He kept his discomfort well-hidden, but he wished Ariar had been the available one, not Alyna. She wasn’t giving him an inch to move. “I’d thought it would be obvious that I wouldn’t stay in the mountains forever. I told you before I left that my people need help.”

      “Your people?” she asked. “You’re referring to Mithranar, of course.”

      “I am. I don’t know how much Talyn told you about my brothers, but neither hold anything but contempt for the human folk. And both like to rule by fear. I cannot imagine life there under Azrilan is any better than it was under my mother, if not worse.”

      “And you think you can offer them something better? From what Talyn told us, you’re rather less impressive than either of your brothers, or your mother.” Those violet eyes locked on his, ruthless. “A wastrel, she said, a man who refuses to take responsibility for anything, who did nothing but take a new lover every week and drink himself insensible on every other night.”

      He took a steadying breath. Alyna’s accusations were unexpected, but not undeserved. He tried his best to ignore their sting and his dropping stomach. This was going to be even harder than he’d thought. “That was an image I cultivated to keep myself safe from my eldest brother. But it’s not who I am.”

      “Are you sure about that?” She stepped closer. “Dumnorix children are precocious, and willful; they need to be raised by their own blood or they don’t mature properly. You retreated into the mask of a playboy because you weren’t strong enough for anything else. You were too weak, your feelings of inadequacy too strong, for you to make a stand against your brothers. Isn’t that the truth?”

      “If you truly believed that, you would never have agreed to the formal alliance between our two countries.” Cuinn forced the words out, ignoring the part of himself that thought Alyna’s words sounded all too accurate. That realised he might never win her over if this was what she truly thought of him.

      Alyna pierced him with her violet gaze. “I agreed because I had no choice. It was an alliance I didn’t want. It was an alliance that killed my daughter, Cuinn Acondor.”

      He sucked in a breath, losing hold of his calm mask at those cutting words. “I told you, she’s not dead.”

      “If she were alive, she’d be home by now,” Alyna said bitterly. “To believe anything else is merely holding onto false hope.”

      Her grief was raw and unending, and, unrealising of his magic, she made no effort to hold it back. Cuinn had to hold onto his sense of self with a white-knuckled grip to avoid being sucked into it. Swallowing, he summoned his magic, used it to steady himself and understand her. She was grieving still, terrified that she might be right, that Talyn might truly be dead, and it was making her harsh and angry with him. He was an easy target to lash out at, and she felt so deeply that she needed to lash out at something or she’d explode.

      “If you truly believe she’s alive, then why aren’t you out there looking for her?” Alyna continued. “That’s what you should be doing, not trying to take back a throne you have no hope of keeping. Why aren’t you trying to save her?”

      “Because it’s not what she would want,” Cuinn said quietly, holding onto his composure with everything he had. Even then, he was sure tears must be glistening in his eyes. Alyna’s words had picked at his own doubts, at his fear for Talyn, at the terrible ache of missing her, his guilt for prioritising Mithranar over her.

      Alyna froze as if he’d shouted at her, and he took a steadying breath. “She is out there somewhere, Alyna, and I know, I know, with every breath I take, with every second that passes, that she will fight her way back. Whether you are willing to admit it or not, she loves Mithranar, and she loves its people. The last thing she would want is me spending time trying to find her rather than trying to find a way to free Mithranar from Azrilan. So as much as I ache for her, as terrified for her as I am, I honour what I know she would tell me to do.”

      He stumbled to a halt, chest heaving, tears bright in his eyes. “Talyn and I don’t save each other, Alyna. We save ourselves. For each other.”

      “I…” Alyna’s mouth fell open and she was staring at him like she’d never seen him before. “You love her.”

      “More than anything else in this world,” he said simply.

      “I knew that you’d become friends, that she saw enough in you to be willing to marry you to allow her to return to the place she loved, to her Wolves, but I didn’t realise…” Alyna trailed off.

      “That she loved me too. As deeply as I love her.”

      The words resounded through the room, even though he’d spoken quietly.

      Alyna stepped away, eyes closing for a moment before refocusing on him. “Give up Mithranar, Cuinn, it’s lost to you. Come to us. We could use another strong Dumnorix prince to support our hold on power, especially with the Montagni threatening.”

      A start of surprise went through him. “You’d be willing to officially claim me as a Dumnorix?”

      “No, of course not, but that doesn’t mean we couldn’t use your help. You’re clearly one of us—I’ve been wrong on that score—and from what Soar says you could be an asset.”

      “I can’t leave my people to suffer,” he said quietly. “I am a prince of Mithranar. You are my family, but you are not my home.”

      “Your home is gone,” she snapped. “Let it go, or it will ruin you. You are not strong enough to take it back.”

      “Even if that’s true, I won’t give up. It’s not in me to give up.” He swallowed. Alyna was still angry, hurting. He held onto his patience and decided not to push harder, to wait for morning and all the Dumnorix to be present. If he asked for what he’d come for now, she’d turn him down flat. “Now, it was a long flight and I’m tired. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

      He walked past her and out the door before either of their emotions could get the best of them, not wanting to say something he’d regret later. She was Talyn’s mother, and he understood all too well the root of her despair.

      Besides, her biting words had hit him hard, despite the fact he was trying desperately not to let them. He needed a moment to breathe. He needed his Wolves.

      To reconsider whether he could do this or not.

      

      Theac answered the door after the first knock, surprise and relief filling his face at the sight of Cuinn. “You’re back. You... seem different.”

      “I’m sorry I was away so long, Theac,” he said quietly.

      The Wolf shook his head and stepped aside. “Come in. Who knows you’re here?”

      “Alyna and a single Kingshield. He promised to keep my return a secret.” The moment Cuinn stepped inside he already felt better.

      He and Theac settled themselves by the fire and Theac offered him a glass of spirits. “Errana and the girls are asleep, but I don’t do much of that these days.”

      “Neither do I.” Cuinn sighed and tossed back the drink.

      “You’ve been fighting.” It wasn’t a question. Theac seemed to just know.

      “I’ve been flying combat missions with a SkyRider legion for the past month.” Cuinn nodded. He stared at his hands—even though they looked clean he felt like they were covered in blood. “I learned to fly again, Theac, and I learned to fight.”

      “Is that what’s troubling you?”

      He stared at his glass. “I just had a difficult conversation with Alyna. I came here with a plan, and now I’m starting to think it was a really stupid idea. After talking to her, there’s no way…”

      “Tell me.” Theac’s voice brooked no argument.

      So Cuinn did. He’d seen how these Wolves had healed Talyn when she’d let them in, had seen how much stronger she was when she allowed herself to rely on them, let them—let him—help her.

      There was a brief silence after he’d finished, then, “She said those actual words to you?” Theac growled.

      “Word for word.” Cuinn couldn’t look at him.

      “You believe them?”

      “I know, logically, that not all of it was right. But she isn’t entirely wrong either. I’ve Dumnorix blood yet I was raised without a Dumnorix relative. I felt the truth in her words. Talyn has even spoken of it.” It was an effort to admit these things aloud but Theac deserved the truth. “All those years, when I didn’t have the strength to face my brothers, when I snuck around as the Shadowhawk instead. Was it truly because I’m flawed, scarred from being raised without a Dumnorix influence? It makes an uncomfortable amount of sense.”

      And if it was true, did he have any hope at all of winning the family to his side? It seemed unlikely.

      Cuinn risked a glance at Theac. The man was scowling furiously into the flames. He was angry. “Prince Cuinn, ever since you were born, I’ve heard folk say that you’re the strongest song mage of your generation.”

      “So?” Cuinn said quietly.

      “So tell me this. When Lady Alyna spoke those words to you, where did they come from? What was she feeling?”

      Cuinn stilled, his chest constricting almost painfully.

      “Laddie?”

      “I…” Cuinn had to force the words out, each one hurting more than the last. “She blames me for Talyn’s disappearance. In her eyes, I was the reason Talyn stayed in Mithranar.”

      “You know that’s not true.”

      “Isn’t it?” His voice broke on the words. The guilt he’d been burying, trying not to face, came pouring out. “Whatever happened to her, it was because of me, Theac. Because my brother stole the throne from me and I didn’t see it coming. I’m trying to do the right thing by her, but she’s out there and I just want to find her. What if it’s a mistake that I’m here instead of searching for her?”

      “Your Highness… Cuinn.” Theac cleared his throat, as if made awkward by what he was about to say. “The Ciantar… I imagine, with your magic, you could feel what she felt for you.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “Did she think you weak? Inadequate? Any of the things Lady Alyna accused you of?”

      Cuinn leaned back against the chair and closed his eyes, allowing himself to remember. A slight smile teased his lips as he gave his answer. “She loved me. I could feel it, every time we were together. She thought I was strong and beautiful and good.”

      “Not scarred or weak?”

      “No,” he admitted softly. “She could not have hidden that from me. She hid nothing from me.” She hadn’t even hidden her fear over her feelings for Cuinn, her worry about the consequences of their relationship, none of it.

      “Do you imagine that Lady Alyna knows you better than the Ciantar does?”

      Cuinn smiled at the truth Theac had made him realise. “Never. Nobody will ever know me like she does. Like you Wolves do.”

      “She had faith in you, lad.” Theac reached out to grasp his shoulder. “Your Wolves respect and love you. You must trust in that and trust in yourself.”

      Cuinn nodded slowly and sat back. He took a deep breath and simply allowed his pain and grief to be part of him. Theac’s question had made him remember what Talyn had brought to his life. The strength and confidence she’d given him didn’t have to vanish just because she was gone.

      He was going to be okay.

      He needed to talk to the family tomorrow. It was time.

      “All right, Theac. I came back here to win the Dumnorix to me, to win an alliance to help us get Mithranar back.”

      “Figured as much.” Theac nodded.

      Cuinn turned, met his Wolf’s eyes. “If you’re going to be there at my side tomorrow, then there’s something you need to know. About my father. About who I am.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

        

      

    

    
      The door to Theac’s quarters swung shut behind them and Cuinn paused, looking at the Wolf. “Do I look all right?”

      He’d checked his appearance a hundred times already, but this had to be right. He had to win this today, or he would be nowhere. His plan would be over before it had properly begun.

      He wore a fine wool tunic and breeches of royal blue, with a linen ivory shirt underneath. He was clean shaven, his curling golden hair trimmed short and neat thanks to Errana. And on his chest he wore the sigil the Wolves had chosen for him—the Acondor outstretched wings with a lightning strike right down the middle. Stitched in bright emerald.

      “A Dumnorix,” Theac breathed. The man’s look of stunned shock still hadn’t worn off.  When Cuinn had told him the night before, he’d gone silent for a full three minutes, eyes wide as saucers. Even now he gave himself a little shake at the words. “I should have seen it. You look just like them.”

      Cuinn straightened his shoulders. “Let’s do this.”

      Those passing through the corridors of the fortress glanced at both men in passing, most frowning in brief puzzlement, then staring harder in surprise. Some of them might have glimpsed Cuinn before, especially when he’d been here with Talyn, but he wasn’t the same winged prince they’d seen then. Now the resemblance to the Dumnorix family was clear in his features and bearing.

      He and Theac crossed an open courtyard linking the guest quarters to the rest of the castle and strode up to the main entry doors. Six Kingshield in formal dress guarded the entrance. All were heavily armed, and their hands hovered close to their weapons.

      Their captain was clearly taken aback by Cuinn’s appearance, but this didn’t deter her from her duty. “Your Highness. Can we help you?”

      “I’d like to see the family. I was told they’d be meeting this morning?”

      “They are, Your Highness, but Lady Alyna left strict orders not to be interrupted.”

      Cuinn smiled, used a touch of magic. “I don’t think she meant me.”

      The captain hesitated a moment, but Cuinn had been granted audience with the family previously, and Alyna presumably hadn’t left specific orders for him to be excluded. “One of my guards will escort you through.”

      “Thank you, Captain.”

      “With your permission, Your Highness, I’ll speak to the First Shield about having a guard on you at all times.” She cleared her throat. “While you’re here, that is. Those Shadows won’t get at you again.”

      It was a surprising offer, given Kingshield protected only the Dumnorix. Cuinn smiled at her, wrapped her in a hint of gratitude. “I would be honoured, Captain.”

      The doors were opened, and Cuinn felt all five pairs of eyes on his back as he strode through. The Kingshield guard led him inside the castle before transferring him to another two guards stationed in the entrance foyer. They asked him to wait while one went ahead to announce Cuinn’s arrival.

      “More guards than usual?” Cuinn asked Theac in an undertone.

      The man nodded. “There was a noticeable increase after the attack on you.”

      It wasn’t long before a well-dressed servant appeared, conducting a whispered conversation with the remaining Kingshield before approaching Cuinn.

      “Come with us, please, Prince Acondor.” The older guard gestured.

      Cuinn nodded and strode through with Theac at his side. With one fierce look from the Wolf, both Kingshield dropped back a few paces behind them.

      “Suddenly I feel like I need a full Wolf detail helping me,” Theac muttered.

      Cuinn flashed him a smile. “I am confident that you can handle anything that comes up.”

      “Is this going to be like the time that you went to risk mortally offending the ahara of Montagn by refusing his daughter and didn’t tell me beforehand?” Theac enquired.

      “This may be similar in scale to that time.” Cuinn shrugged, then shot another smile at him. “You know I did that because Talyn asked me to. She snuck into my room the night before.”

      Red flooded Theac’s cheeks and Cuinn looked away from him in delight, the task of distracting the concerned man achieved.

      Their boots echoed on the stone floors as they followed the guards down a long, wide hallway towards a pair of arched oak doors. The wood was too dark to ever be used in the citadel or Summer Palace, but the doors were a beautiful piece of work, engraved with epic battle scenes rich in detail.

      “They await you inside, Prince Acondor.” The servant bowed slightly.

      Both Kingshield turned to the Wolf as he moved to follow Cuinn, offence creeping over their faces.

      “The Ciantar would not want you out of sight of a Wolf, Your Highness,” Theac said for their benefit, no deference at all in his tone. “Especially knowing a pack of Shadows is hunting you.”

      Affront seethed from the older Kingshield. Cuinn tried not to wince as the man barely held himself back from snapping at Theac. “You will not be attacked inside the palace.”

      Theac squared his shoulders. “It already happened once.”

      Cuinn smiled slightly; truly, it felt good to have someone he could trust absolutely at his back. “Talon Parksin comes with me.”

      The Kingshield didn’t look happy, but one reached for the doors, and neither stopped Theac as he followed Cuinn inside, a single pace behind.

      Several people waited inside the room: Ariar, Alyna and Soar. Lark Ceannar was there too, and Cuinn started in surprise. He hadn’t seen the First Shield since first arriving in Port Lachley. Ceannar offered him a little nod, but said nothing.

      When he scanned the room and saw nobody else, his shoulders relaxed fractionally. He would have had to make a very difficult choice, risking far greater consequences, if the First Blade or any of the other Twin Thrones’ commanders or lords had been present.

      Alyna watched him approach with an expressionless mask, something close to Talyn’s habitual cool demeanour. Wariness and unease flickered underneath her self-control. After their encounter last night, she likely had no idea what to expect from him.

      “Cuinn, you’re back.” Ariar came forward to greet him, offering a warm handshake. The man’s bright blue eyes were dimmed, and some of his ebullient manner was missing. Cuinn frowned as he shook hands, using a quick tap of magic to study his cousin.

      Ariar was tired from long days and nights. So, the Dumnorix were in trouble. Well, that was going to make this either easier or harder. He’d soon find out which.

      “You’ve left your legion?” Soar asked.

      Cuinn nodded. “It was time.”

      Alyna’s sharp voice cut through the room then. “I thought I made it clear where things stood, Cuinn. You turned me down. Why are you still here?”

      Ariar frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      “I offered him our protection and a home in return for his help.” She did not look away from Cuinn. “He refused, said his duty was to Mithranar, and that he would be returning there.”

      Sitting in a chair off to the side, Soar stirred in surprise. Ariar’s frown of confusion deepened. Ceannar remained expressionless—Cuinn almost smiled at a brief memory of Talyn complaining about how good his game face was. He made a note never to play cards with the man.

      He glanced at Theac, standing calm and ready behind him. Then he pushed aside his instinct to trust these people, to let them comfort him, and allowed his resolve to seep through instead. He thought of Talyn, of what she’d said, of how she’d believed in him.

      “Actually, Alyna, that’s not what I said.” As he spoke, Cuinn injected his voice with a thread of steel. “I didn’t accept your protection because I will not abandon my home in order to receive it. But I am not leaving to return to Mithranar, not yet. I came here for a reason.”

      “Then maybe you’d like to fill us in,” she said sharply.

      “I came here to reclaim our alliance,” he said evenly. “To help you throw back Firthland and regain stability so that you will come to my aid and help me regain the throne of Mithranar.”

      “We have no alliance.” Alyna seemed shocked he’d even brought it up. “The agreement was that you and Talyn would marry and we would put you on your mother’s throne. None of that happened.”

      “Yet.” The single word rippled through the room and Cuinn let it sink in. “None of it has happened, yet. Talyn and I will still marry. I will still take my throne. Our agreement still holds.”

      “Cuinn, you are family, but we are in the middle of a war,” Ariar said soberly. “We don’t have the resources to come to your aid, to fight another war. Our first responsibility has to be to our people, our country.”

      “I’m not asking you to come to my aid now,” Cuinn said, infusing his voice with sincerity. “I know that I need to hold to our alliance first. If you agree to ally with me, I will help you, and then, once Firthland is defeated, we will take Mithranar and push back Montagn. Together.”

      Soar and Alyna shared a glance, but it was Alyna who spoke. “We cannot tie our fate so strongly to you. When Talyn lived and would have been at your side... that was a different matter. We knew her, her skills, her strength. It was her we trusted, and she was the only reason we agreed to the marriage and the alliance.”

      Cuinn settled his gaze on Talyn’s mother. The Dumnorix had not yet officially chosen a regent from amongst themselves, but it had steadily become clear to him that Alyna Dumnorix was the one the other two looked to. She would decide this.

      “I am not who you think I am, Alyna.”

      Her mouth tightened. “Be that as it may, you are not someone I would risk our kingdom for. That is final, Cuinn, I’m sorry.”

      Ceannar cleared his throat to speak. “Your Highness, if I might—”

      “This is a family matter, and therefore not your place to comment, First Shield,” Alyna snapped.

      Ceannar nodded and sank back into his seat, giving Cuinn a little shrug, as if to say, ‘I tried’.

      He’d expected it would come to this. He’d hoped it wouldn’t, but… holding them to the alliance was a shaky proposition at best, particularly in Talyn’s absence. And deep down, he understood their reluctance. He would probably make the same choice if it were put before him.

      That didn’t make what he had to do next any easier. But there was no choice. Because Mithranar deserved it of him.

      Forgive me, Talyn.

      “Alyna. Ariar. Aerin.” He met each of their gazes in turn, using Soar’s Dumnorix name for the first time. At his side, Theac stiffened, as if preparing for what was coming. “I am a legitimate Dumnorix heir. More, I am descended from Rianna Dumnorix, and in Aeris Dumnorix’s absence, I hold the strongest claim to the Twin Thrones of all Dumnorix alive.”

      The room turned deadly quiet. Soar stilled in his chair, staring at Cuinn in shock, while Ariar’s mouth had fallen open. His bright blue eyes were dark with an emotion Cuinn couldn’t quite untangle. Alyna stood, holding herself still, fear leaking from beneath her self-control.

      “To protect my home, I will need the strength of arms that the Twin Thrones can give me,” he said. “So if you will not uphold our alliance, I demand the regency. I will take the Twin Thrones by right of succession.”

      “You will never get it,” Alyna snapped. “You may have Dumnorix blood, but you will not have the support of the people or the lords. They don’t know you.”

      “Do you think that will remain true when I tell them my lineage? When your First Shield confirms it? When all you need do is look at me now and know that I am Dumnorix?” Cuinn refused to look away from her. “We are at war, Alyna, and your lords and your people want someone who will deliver leadership and victory.” He took a breath. His shoulders had straightened and fire burned through his veins. “I am the most powerful song mage of my generation. All I have to do is open my mouth, speak to the Conmoran and Calumnian Lords’ councils, and they will choose me.”

      “You do not have the backing to take the Twin Thrones, and you are foolish in the extreme if you think so,” she said.

      Cuinn stepped closer to Alyna, hardened his expression to match hers. “You don’t think so? Why don’t you ask Soar? The SkyRiders are with me already, and I spent only a few months with them. Do you really think it will take me long to win your lords too? Especially when I tell them I have a way to end this war? What do you have to give them, Alyna? Nothing.”

      “You cannot do this,” Alyna whispered.

      “I can,” Cuinn said bluntly. “And you know it. Hold to the terms of our alliance agreement, or I will take this kingdom out from under you.”

      A heavy silence fell. Cuinn did not look away from Alyna, refusing to be the first to buckle. His claims were largely bluff... but she had to think he could do it, or this was going to fail. This was the leverage he needed to force an alliance and he couldn’t show weakness now. Not in front of this family. Mithranar needed Cuinn to win them.

      “There has to be a middle ground.” Ariar finally spoke. He looked haggard, as if this dispute tore at him. “A compromise.”

      Cuinn turned, gentling his voice but keeping it brisk. “What do you see happening here, Ariar? You can’t rule by committee forever—you can’t hold your lords that way and once Montagn properly joins this war you won’t defeat them alone. You need allies. I can be a strong ally for you.”

      Soar rose to his feet. “And what? The answer to that is us crowning you? Help you start building your own empire like Tarcos and your brother?”

      Cuinn shook his head. “I have no desire to be king of the Twin Thrones. But if the only way I can secure your help is to claim the regency until my home is free, then that’s what I will do.”

      “You can’t become regent without announcing publicly who you are,” Alyna said. “I know you understand why we can’t do that. Talyn understood it. Knowledge of your bloodline is a threat to the Twin Thrones’ stability.”

      Cuinn had been counting on that. If Alyna and the others were too afraid of his identity being revealed, they would surely agree to what he was asking, if only to keep such an explosive secret.

      “I respectfully disagree.” Ceannar rose from his chair and completely ignored the look Alyna sent him. Cuinn blinked in surprise. “We have kept this secret for generations, holding onto it with fear of what the consequences could be if people knew. I say that fear is unwarranted. It cannot be held as leverage over us if it is no longer a secret. Your family has ruled and coexisted without conflict for those same generations. Trust yourselves. Trust that Cuinn and Talyn’s children and grandchildren will work with yours, not against them. Stop fearing what might happen.” He paused. “Burn bright and true.”

      A heavy silence fell. Emotions lurched all around Cuinn. Ceannar’s sincerity and impatience. Soar and Ariar’s consideration of his words. Alyna’s weariness and fear for her daughter. Cuinn stared at Ceannar… was he suggesting—

      Soar’s voice drew all their attention, but he was looking straight at Cuinn. “If we agree to uphold the alliance, you’ll withdraw your claim to the regency, keep your lineage a secret?”

      The hope in him soared bright, and his heart began thudding in his chest so hard he was glad there were no other song mages in the room to pick up on it. Somehow he managed to keep his expression calm and voice steady as he responded. “If you agree to uphold the alliance, then so will I. I’ll remain here and help in whatever way I can—in whatever capacity you demand—until Firthland is defeated. At which point you will come to my aid.”

      Soar gave Alyna a little nod, leaving her the decision, but making it clear he was comfortable with the agreement.

      “I disagree. I say we make Cuinn regent,” Ariar said unexpectedly.

      Stunned silence filled the open space as his words echoed around them.

      Cuinn wasn’t sure he’d heard his cousin correctly, but he must have, judging from the way Soar and Alyna spun to look at Ariar in shock. The Horselord gave a little shrug. “Aethain was killed seven months ago. We’ve been at war for over five months, and yet not one of us has had the fortitude to step forward and claim the regency. He’s right, we can’t keep ruling by committee and we all know it. Yet none of us have been willing to claim it, not even you, Alyna.”

      Another silence fell.

      “And Ceannar is right too,” Ariar added. “We are a family. We will continue to respect, trust and protect each other as we always have. Whether here in the Twin Thrones, or in Mithranar. If problems develop in the future, I choose to trust that our family will manage them successfully.”

      Cuinn suddenly felt as if the floor had vanished from beneath his feet and he was in free fall with no safety net to catch him.

      But maybe he never had to hit the ground.

      Maybe he could be a king.

      Soar turned to Cuinn, piercing him with a hard look. “Cuinn, you will agree to relinquish the regency the moment the war is over and you take the crown of Mithranar. You give us your word here and now.”

      Shock and astonishment poured through Cuinn. They were truly going to make him regent?

      Shit.

      Theac gave him a sharp nudge, snapping him back into focus. He turned to look at his Wolf; the man’s grizzled features were fierce, and he held Cuinn’s look without hesitation. In that look was all the confidence Cuinn needed.

      He straightened his shoulders, looked each of them in the eyes again. “I give you my word that the moment I assume the throne of Mithranar I will relinquish any claim to the Twin Thrones.”

      Ariar stepped forward, bowed his head. Soar followed suit. Cuinn started to wonder if he was dreaming. Internally he was shaking—with joy, with triumph, with terror that he might fail. Alyna was slower than the rest, but as she came to stand before him, her gaze was scrutinising, not hostile.

      “I begin to understand, Cuinn Acondor-Dumnorix, what my daughter sees in you.” She bowed her head. “Regent it is.”

      And just like that Cuinn Acondor had the Twin Thrones at his side.

      He wanted to throw his head back and howl like a wolf.

      Instead, he glanced up to where the Dumnorix banner hung from the wall, the crossed swords still wreathed in Aethain’s amber. “Then I will issue my first order as regent. I want the sigil changed to silver-grey, in anticipation of Prince Aeris returning safely to us.”

      Ceannar stepped forward, saluted sharply. “With your leave, I’ll go and send those orders now, Your Grace.”

      “Please do.” Cuinn held his gaze. “I’m also going to require a full Kingshield detail at all times, but Theac will be in overall command of organising my protection.”

      Ceannar saluted and left.

      Cuinn looked at his family. “And we’d better discuss how we’re going to announce this to your lords.”

      “They’re your lords now, Cuinn.” Ariar grinned with a touch of his old fire.

      Cuinn opened his mouth to respond, but was forestalled by the opening of the doors. Ceannar, who’d almost reached them, stood back to allow the First Blade through. Despite her small stature, the fierce head of the Callanan order immediately drew the attention of the room.

      She held up a small piece of unrolled parchment. “This just arrived by bird from Warrior Seinn. A fleet of four warships departed from Acleu three days ago.”

      Cuinn took a breath, turned to his family. “Montagn has joined the war.”

      “You said you had a way to end it?” Ariar asked. “Or were you just bluffing?”

      Cuinn smiled. “I wasn’t bluffing.”
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      Talyn hunched over her bowl. The watery stew was hardly appetizing, but she tried to force herself to eat it. Her body needed the fuel.

      “I can’t stay here, Sari.”

      To her credit, Sari didn’t point out that Talyn had already said that. Many times. “You can’t just get up and walk out either. Patience, Tal.”

      She squeezed the wooden spoon in her hand until it carved gouges into her skin. It had been months and she didn’t know what was happening in Mithranar, where her Wolves were, where Cuinn… she stopped that thought in its tracks.

      She took a breath, refocused her thoughts on something more productive than wallowing. “What do I do about Mithanis?” She’d searched for him amongst the male slaves eating on the opposite side of the room but had failed to spot him. The mess had been rebuilt in a week following the fire thanks to slave labour, and sawdust still littered the floor and drifted in the air.

      The thought that the prince of night was nearby was unsettling, but she had to admit Zamaril had made some good points about including him in their escape attempt.

      “Use him.” The response was quick and decided. “And focus on the positives. There’s a way out, and I know you can find it.”

      Right. Not only was Zamaril here, but a powerful song mage and warrior too. As much as she hated to admit it, Mithanis was the strongest asset they had, especially since her ability to fight was limited by her scarring.

      “We could sneak out like we did the night of the escape attempt, meet Zamaril and Mithanis somewhere. Find some horses. Mithanis and I could use our magic to break through the front gates to get out.”

      “There are about a million steps before there where you could be seen and stopped,” Sari said.

      Talyn shook her head. “I’ve memorised the guard shifts and rotations. We’ll wait for a night when the laziest guards are on duty, and move during a gap in their patrols. There’ll be guards on the front gates, of course, but they’ll be taken by surprise and we should be able to manage them between the four of us.”

      “Except if you’re stopping to get horses on the way, you risk being seen and heard before you even reach the gates. And if you don’t stop for horses and go on foot, then the guards and their tracking dogs will catch up to you quickly.”

      Talyn paused, considered that.

      “And say you make it through the gates, where do you go next? Even if you managed to get horses, you’ll have the whole garrison combing the forest for you. You don’t have anywhere to go, or a safe place to bed down.”

      Talyn took a deep, shuddering breath. Beside her, Kaeri glanced over in concern. She managed a smile. “I’ll make it work.”

      “Talyn, you know I have absolute faith in you, but no slave has escaped a labour camp before—you need to keep that in mind. The difficulty in pulling it off is not inconsiderable,” Sari counselled. “Run it by Zamaril when you see him next. He can help.”

      A gust of air blew through the hall as a fresh contingent of guards entered, laughing and joking amongst themselves.

      Time for shift change.

      Unfortunately, tonight Talyn and Kaeri were seated at the end of one of the long tables, only a short distance from where the guards monitoring them were eating their dinner. The heady scent of their roasted meat and vegetables had been wafting over the entire time they sat eating their stew.

      “You’d think they could eat in their own barracks,” Kaeri muttered, not for the first time.

      A bout of raucous laughter came from a table of guards, distracting her from her thoughts. She glanced at them, wondering what was so funny.

      “Died like rabbits in a hole, didn’t they, Goran?” the soldier closest to her joked. He was bearded, like all of them, but Talyn had already marked him as the most senior officer at the table judging from how they all deferred to him. He was a new face too, having arrived only a few days earlier from Arataire.

      A soldier at the end of the table leaned forward in his chair and looked down towards him with an eager expression. “I heard you were part of the ahara’s force when he went to take the Mithranan throne, Captain Daranin. Did you have to fight to put them down?”

      Talyn’s heart thudded.

      “The fighting was disappointingly brief,” Daranin said dismissively. “The pretty Falcons came running to their new master once we showed our faces. They were too scared to do anything else.”

      Talyn’s fists clenched. Sapphire light shone from her palms and she ruthlessly crushed her magic. She had to keep control of herself.

      “What about their human warriors, the Wolves, Captain?” another man piped up, as eager as the first. “I saw them in Arataire before I was posted out here—they looked like they could fight if it came to it.”

      “A unit went in early with the Shadow and the Firthlander Bearmen.” Daranin shuddered, distaste rippling across his face. “He gave me the creeps, and I don’t mind admitting it—all sly and devious. He was good, though, he got the Ciantar down into that tunnel without a fuss, walked her right into our trap. Without her leading them, those Wolves of hers tried putting up a fight, but they were essentially useless. We dealt with them easily enough.”

      Six thrices, they were talking about her.

      By now all the soldiers at the table were listening to Daranin, enthralled. Stationed in the middle of nowhere at a labour camp, he was the closest to action they were likely to get unless war broke out. Even the slaves within earshot seemed to be paying attention.

      Talyn began looking about for the guard who rang the bell when dinner was over; she couldn’t leave until that bell sounded. But he’d stepped closer to the table too, listening to Daranin as keenly as the others. Kaeri shot a warning look in her direction.

      “Was the Ciantar killed?” a man asked.

      “She looked pretty dead to me when the Bearmen carried her off, her and the Wolf with her. I heard she got to the Shadow before they could stop her, though, buried her dagger in his heart. No great loss there.” Daranin shrugged.

      Talyn went rigid. Kaeri flinched when she got a look at Talyn’s face. “Talyn, he might recognise you. You can’t let him see you, do you understand? Do not get his attention,” she hissed.

      Talyn pressed her palms into the table, struggling against the waves of horror and anger sweeping up inside her.

      “What about the pretty boy prince? How did he die?”

      “No, no, oh please no.”

      “Talyn, I’m here. Focus on me.” Sari was there then, solid and strong.

      Talyn tried not to listen, tried to block the sounds of the soldiers’ voices out, but they were so close and it was impossible not to hear.

      “The way I heard it from my boys, the ahara cut into him while he screamed.”

      A shuddering, rasping sob escaped her. “No...”

      “Talyn, please. Just breathe. I’m here. I’m here with you.”

      Talyn tried to focus on Sari. Tried to stay in control despite the way those casually uttered words tore at her soul. Her knuckles had gone white, and a sheen of sweat slicked her skin.

      She could still feel Kaeri’s eyes on her, but couldn’t afford to lose concentration by shifting to meet the woman’s gaze to try and reassure her. Everything she had was focused on staring blankly at the wooden tabletop, wrestling with her anger and hurt and fear.

      Daranin’s voice was infused with respect as he talked about his new ahara. “He groveled at Ahara Manunin’s knee, begging not to be killed, practically kissing his feet. And then he screamed.”

      And she snapped.

      Shouting incoherently, Talyn leapt to her feet, the force of it sending her chair flying backwards. Bitter despair and anger claimed her, throwing aside any rational thought, roping through her in an unstoppable force.

      She crossed the space to the guards’ table in two strides and leapt at Daranin, grabbing up his eating knife and plunging it straight into the man’s eye before he even knew what was coming.

      Hands grabbed at her, trying to pull her off, but such a rage had consumed her that she brushed them away like flies. She sent one man slamming back into a wall, grabbed the knife from his belt, and hurled it at a guard a few seats away. It went straight into his throat and he fell backwards from his chair, gurgling. Blood sprayed, warm droplets spattering over her cheek. The guard beside him went for his sword.

      Talyn caught the movement and scrambled across the table, slamming into him before he could use it against her, and sending them both crashing to the floor. A red mist of rage filled her vision, and her heart pounded, adrenalin flooding her body. Sapphire magic sparked in her palms but the final shred of self-preservation she had remaining stopped her from using it and revealing herself to those gathered.

      Instinctively, she shifted to balance herself, but her scars pulled painfully and she stumbled.

      The soldier rolled on top of her, trying to pin her to the floor. Talyn let out another roar and hurled the man off her with a practiced sabai move. As soon as the weight was gone, she staggered to her feet, again off balance. Three Montagni circled her with swords drawn, forcing her back to the wall.

      Breathing harshly, Talyn feinted towards one of them, but was stopped by a heavy weight crashing down on her head. She dropped to her knees, blackness spotting her vision.

      Her limbs felt suddenly heavy, and moving was an effort. A few seconds later, she toppled over, struggling uselessly against the grogginess sliding down over her mind. Hands grabbed her from behind, pulling her arms painfully behind her body. A burly guard appeared in front of Talyn, slamming a fist into her stomach.

      The air shot out of her chest, and Talyn doubled up, tears in her eyes from the pain. That fist was quickly followed up by another, and then another, until she was hanging in their grasp, dazed and bleeding. Even then she struggled, ignoring the pain in her body, her flagging strength.

      They laughed at her weakening struggles, dropping her to the ground and finishing her off with a final blow to the head that sent the blackness rushing in to claim her.

      

      When Talyn floated back to consciousness, she was sprawled face down on a hard, earthen floor. She shifted slightly, wincing when stabbing pain shot through her body. Slowly, breathing through the agony, she tested her arms and legs, then carefully reviewed the rest of her body.

      Nothing seemed broken but her chest and stomach were a mass of tender, purple bruising, visible even in the dim light of a lantern hanging outside what she assumed was her cell door. Not to mention the sticky feeling of drying blood down her back—the scars had broken open again.

      Finally, she ran her fingers lightly over her face. There was a sore, swollen spot on her left jaw, and dried blood crusted on her right cheekbone. They’d really worked her over.

      She sank back to the ground, fingers curling in the dirt. Daranin’s words echoed over and over through her thoughts.

      Azrilan had cut into him as he screamed.

      If Cuinn was dead... she forced herself to take a deep, steadying breath around an agony that was sharper than any pain her body could throw at her.

      “You don’t know he’s dead.”

      “I know that.” Talyn grabbed tight to her partner. “I know that.”

      “You’ve kinda made a big mess of things though.”

      Talyn smiled at the affectionate exasperation in her partner’s voice. “Yeah. I know that too.”

      She’d clearly been put in the cells under the barracks. But for how long? Would the guards kill her for what she’d done, or just leave her locked up indefinitely? No, she’d murdered a captain and at least one other soldier. Surely she’d be executed for that. Her head pounded as she tried to think, and eventually she gave up, slumping down in the dirt. Sari went too.

      She wanted to cry so badly that the tears welled in her eyes and trickled down her cheeks, but she forced herself to breathe through it. She had to keep herself together, had to be strong. If she let go now, she’d break.

      And if Cuinn was still alive, then he would be waiting for her. He would know she would fight her way back.

      So that’s what she would do.
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      Talyn had no idea how much time passed as she continued to drift in and out of consciousness, but she finally swam back to hazy clarity when the sound of voices drifted in from outside her cell. Shortly after, the door creaked open and a man’s voice told somebody to hurry up. Footsteps approached and then someone kneeled beside her and fingers brushed her forehead.

      “Talyn?”

      She risked the pain to open her eyes and squint upwards, her voice only a faint rasp when she spoke. “Kaeri? What are you doing here?”

      “I seem to be the person designated to look after you every time you get yourself beaten up,” she said dryly.

      Talyn blinked, forced herself into a sitting position. It hurt. “If they sent you to clean me up, they must not be planning on killing me right away.”

      Relief flashed over Kaeri’s face at the evidence of Talyn’s lucidity, and she nodded. “Let me take a look at you.”

      Water splashed in a bowl, and then a soft cloth wiped gently at the wound on her cheek. Talyn bit her lip, forcing herself not to flinch away. “Why aren’t they going to kill me?”

      “Your little outburst has them suspicious about you,” Kaeri said in a murmur, clearly not wanting the guards to hear. “They saw how you fought, and they’re putting that together with the dead soldiers they found after the attempted escape last month. They want to learn more about you before killing you outright.”

      Talyn frowned. “At least now we know for sure they didn’t know who I was when I was brought here.”

      Kaeri agreed. “I’m guessing whoever handed you and Zamaril over to the slave master that sent you here didn’t tell them who you were. They just threw you in with the latest intake of slaves—probably thinking you were going to die from your wounds.”

      Tossed away with contempt, uncaring whether she lived or died. That sounded like Azrilan.

      Although she didn’t understand why he hadn’t just killed her outright. The prince of games had made the wrong gamble there. The fool.

      “This is only a reprieve. A slave killing a guard has to be dealt with harshly,” Kaeri continued. “They’ll kill Zamaril and Mithanis too if they work out the link between you.”

      “I won’t tell them a thing,” she muttered. “Shit, Kaeri, that hurts!”

      Kaeri didn’t let up, and fell silent for a few minutes as she continued to clean Talyn’s cuts and scrapes. Eventually she sighed. “If they’re following protocol, then the Montagni commander in charge of the camp has probably sent for a higher officer to interrogate you. They’ll keep you alive until he arrives.”

      Talyn nodded. “Kaeri, we both know I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Talyn—”

      “I’m hurt and my scars have broken open,” Talyn said as firmly as she could. “I barely have the strength to walk, let alone run or ride, and I’m not going to improve enough in a day or two to make an escape attempt.”

      “What are you trying to get at?”

      Talyn gasped as she shifted and pain tore through her. She ignored it, reached out to take Kaeri’s hand. “You need to go back and keep your head down. Wait until all this blows over, then you and Zamaril find a way to get out—use Mithanis if you have to. The two of you can pull it off, I know you can.”

      “Even if you’re right, that will take weeks to plan, if not months. You’ll be dead by then.”

      “Forget about me. Kaeri, you’ve saved my life twice over. It’s time to look out for yourself. You are a Venador princess. Bide your time, work with Zamaril, and get out of here.” Talyn refused to let Kaeri escape her gaze.

      A door clanged at the end of the hallway and the guard’s boot steps sounded as he returned for Kaeri. Talyn grabbed her arm, leaned forward to murmur in her ear so the guard couldn’t hear. “When you get out, find your way to my family. Tell them I sent you, what you did for me, and they’ll protect you. Zamaril too. And never trust Mithanis. Not for a second.”

      “Talyn...” Kaeri wavered, torn.

      “Go,” Talyn hissed.

      Kaeri hesitated again, then nodded and stood abruptly to move to the door. The guard swung it open and she stepped out, giving Talyn one last look before the door shut behind them.

      Once both Kaeri and the guard had gone, Talyn settled back on her stomach on the hard floor, the least uncomfortable position she could find. Her mind spun, studying her situation, and despite her words to Kaeri, trying to find some hope.

      She had a day at the very least to regain some strength, hopefully longer. Everything she’d said to Kaeri was true. She was in no condition to escape. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t going to try.

      She was Dumnorix and Ciantar. She was Aimsir and Callanan and Kingshield.

      She was a Wolf.

      If they wanted to take her down, it was going to cost them.

      

      When she awoke again, neck prickling from a spider crawling across her skin, she was still in pain, but there was more strength in her limbs than there had been before.

      It was impossible to keep track of time in the dark cell. Twice a guard brought her a tray with a mug of water and bowl of slop. Her muscles stiffened further but none of her wounds seemed to get worse—Kaeri had done a good job cleaning and binding them.

      More time passed.

      The distant sound of bells—the pattern used to announce arrivals to the main camp entrance—woke her from a fitful doze.

      Perhaps her interrogator had arrived.

      It didn’t take long for them to come for her. Voices sounded further along the corridor and then several soldiers came to a halt outside her cell. One guard unlocked her door and swung it open to allow the entrance of a tall, broad-shouldered Montagni. Two Berserkers stepped into the cell, flanking him protectively.

      This man was important, then.

      He hunkered down in front of her, studying her with a hard, unrelenting look. “Who are you?”

      She’d had time to think about what to say, what would keep Kaeri and Zamaril safe. In the end, she’d decided to stick with the simplest answer, and one that had been true when she first arrived in the camp. “I don’t remember.”

      He cocked his head, giving her a nice view of his perfectly groomed beard. “The guards tell me the same thing, but I don’t believe that’s true.”

      “I don’t remember anything from before I woke up here months ago,” she said calmly. “I was hit in the head, hard. I think that’s how I lost my memory.”

      He smiled, but there was no warmth in it. “You take me for a fool? A slave with no memories does not suddenly attack her guards in the middle of dinner.”

      “I’ve been... muddled... since I woke up. My mind isn’t always right.” She tried to force sincerity into her voice, but even to her the excuse sounded flat. She wasn’t strong enough to pull off the act.

      The Montagni lashed out with his fist so quickly she didn’t even see it coming. Talyn’s head snapped sideways with the force of the blow, and she tasted blood on her lip. The pain was sharp and it took her a few moments to breathe through it. By then, the Montagni had risen to his feet.

      “Put her in the isolation hut and give her no more food,” he said to the guards. “Let’s see how willful she is after a few days of cold and hunger.”

      Two guards stepped forward to take an arm each and haul Talyn to her feet. The rough movement tore at the opened scars on her back, and she cried out in pain. They ignored her, dragging her battered body down the hall outside her cell.

      She thought briefly about fighting, discarded the idea just as quickly. In her state she had no hope against two Berserkers. She’d have to bide her time and wait for a better opportunity.

      Outside, she was thrown unceremoniously into a cart caged in wood—the usual method of transporting slaves. Landing hard, she cried out again from the pain, and managed to roll onto her stomach. She felt fresh blood trickling down her back, and every bruise she’d sustained protested loudly.

      She slammed a palm against the floor of the cart in frustrated anger, a snarl escaping her at the same time.

      She would not allow these men to see her beaten.

      They laughed at her show of defiance. The general said something to the Berserker at his side, then turned and strode away. A guard swung himself up onto a seat in front of her and picked up the reins of the horse driving the cart. He made a clicking sound and they jerked into movement, again jarring Talyn’s wounds.

      Shit.

      “The isolation hut sounds bad.” Sari couldn’t conceal the worry in her voice.

      Relief flooded Talyn at the return of her partner. “They use it on particularly willful slaves to force them into submission. It’s a tiny wooden hut in a corner of the compound with no heating and dirt floors. Guards surround it at all times.”

      “That’s not entirely bad news.” Sari brightened. “Isolated means far away from any guards but the ones assigned to watching it. If you could get out and deal with them...”

      “I’ll have a straight run to the boundary fence—it’s not far away.”

      “How many guards?”

      Talyn paused. “The last time I passed the hut when a slave was being held inside there were seven. None of them were Berserkers though. I’m guessing babysitting duty is beneath them.”

      “Okay. You can take down seven Montagni soldiers easy.”

      “Not hurt like this I can’t.” Talyn pressed her face into the wood of the cart as another jolt sent her back into agony. The despair was gone now, oddly enough, in its place only determination. She’d made the decision to fight no matter what, and that eased the trapped feeling she’d been wrestling with for weeks. “But I’m going to try anyway.”

      “If I was there I’d tear them all to pieces.” Sari uttered the words with such fury that it gave Talyn strength. And made her smile.

      Soon after, they stopped. The cart had turned off one of the main paths through the compound and was travelling along a narrow, bumpy trail to where the isolation hut stood. There was nothing around it but cleared earth in all directions, giving the guards posted outside a clear view if she tried to make a run for it.

      The southeastern corner of the boundary fence wasn’t far off—maybe twenty or thirty strides at a full sprint. Across open ground. And there were guards constantly patrolling the fence lines too. Their visibility would be limited at night, though, and the nearest backup guards were a longer distance away.

      “Don’t forget the tracker dogs and the fact any pursuing guards will be mounted,” Sari said quietly.

      “One step at a time,” Talyn said just as quietly.

      The cart stopped with a jolt, and Talyn was dragged out and onto her feet. One of the waiting guards opened the creaking door to the hut and she was shoved inside.

      The door slammed behind her, leaving her in quiet. Once her eyes adjusted to the dim light—there were no windows—she could make out the hardpacked dirt of the floor and nothing else. Draughts of cool air came through cracks in the wooden walls, and there were no blankets or sleeping pallet. A particularly putrid stench emanated from a hole dug into the corner of the floor.

      Refusing to despair at the situation, she did a quick inventory of her physical condition. Apart from the new bruise on her cheek, nothing seemed terribly worse. The scrapes and cuts were healing over, and she couldn’t feel any fresh bleeding down her back.

      Infection was a concern if those torn scars weren’t cleaned out though. She’d have to make her move quickly. Before hunger and cold stole her energy too.

      She forced herself to her feet and spent a few moments gathering her balance and allowing her sore muscles to stop protesting. Once she could walk, she paced out the interior of the hut. There was only one door, and none of the cracks in the walls were significant enough that she could leverage one to make an escape route—not without making too much noise and alerting the guards outside.

      No. It didn’t take long for her inspection to reveal that there was no viable way of escaping easily or discreetly. Sitting again to conserve her strength, she considered her options.

      “What do you think, Sari?”

      “You need to even up the odds. Can you lure one of the guards inside, take him down first?”

      Talyn nodded. “I could feign illness, or a seizure of some sort? That might even bring two of them in.”

      “That’s a start.”

      Neither mentioned how difficult it was going to be to overwhelm two guards in her condition, let alone then face the five others that would converge on her the moment she stepped outside.

      Talyn sighed, rubbing a hand over her face.

      It didn’t matter how hard it was going to be. She was still alive. She had a responsibility to her people to try and help them. To do that, she needed to get out, no matter the odds.

      One step at a time. She would get out of this, and she would go back and help them.

      “You’ll need to wait for nightfall.” Sari’s mental voice wrapped Talyn in strength and reassurance. “And hope it’s a cloudy night. That will be your best shot of getting to the fence and over it without been seen.”

      If she managed to take down seven Montagni soldiers when she couldn’t even lift her arms over her head. Not to mention how impossible it would be to get away from the inevitable pursuit in her condition. “It will have to be tonight. Wait too long and hunger will drain my strength.” She closed her eyes, the ache of grief for her lost partner stronger than it had been in a very long time. Tears threatened. “I wish you were here.”

      “You know I’m always with you.”

      

      Talyn was dozing when a faint sound woke her. She sat up, trying to work out what she’d heard. Night had fallen and the interior of the hut was almost completely dark. Thin shafts of watery moonlight pierced the cracks in the wooden walls.

      Silence reigned, but she was sure she’d heard something. It had been like a soft sigh, an exhalation of air. From close by, just beyond the wall she’d been leaning against. Odd enough to wake her trained senses.

      She rose to her knees, listening intently. If a guard was coming to check on her, this would be an opportunity to surprise him. But several moments passed and everything remained deathly quiet. She wondered if she’d imagined it, but her instincts told her to be alert.

      A soft thud came from behind the hut.

      Talyn rose to her feet, heartbeat quickening. A muffled call from a guard drifted through the night air outside; it had a questioning note, like he was asking someone what was going on.

      Then a soft exclamation of surprise, and another thud, this one a little louder. Talyn’s ears strained as she tried to follow what was happening. Bootsteps sounded as a guard from the front of the hut walked briskly around the side.

      Then there was silence.

      Talyn’s fingers curled. The silence lengthened. It was anticipatory, expectant. It thrilled through her.

      Another voice called. This one a different guard, again from the front of the hut. When it went unanswered, he called again, louder. Talyn shifted on her feet, instinct telling her she needed to be ready to take advantage of what was coming. Her fingers clenched and unclenched at her sides, ready to hold a weapon.

      Silence. The silence of the calm before a storm. Or the expectant hush before battle.

      Something was out there.

      The ring of steel cut through the quiet. The remaining guard out the front had drawn his sword. Even though she had no explanation for what was going on, anticipation flowed like wine through Talyn’s veins. A moment later the lock on her door rattled. Talyn tensed, ready to leap on the guard the moment he walked inside.

      The door swung open and a shaft of moonlight fell across the floor. The guard’s face was suspicious, tense, his sword raised and ready.

      Before Talyn could move, before she could even take another breath, a dark shape leapt out of the night, crashing into the guard and slamming him down to the ground. The guard’s cry of fear turned into a horrific gargling sound as his throat was torn open.

      What...

      A soft snarl sounded, then a tawncat prowled through the doorway, green eyes glimmering, tail waving back and forth. Blood dripped from his muzzle and claws.

      Talyn couldn’t breathe. “Jasper?”

      His ears twitched, then he turned and padded out, pausing in the doorway as if to say, “Are you coming?”

      “Don’t hesitate.”

      Sari’s words galvanized her and Talyn moved.

      Jasper headed directly for the compound fence line. The ground around the hut was littered with bodies lying prone in pools of blood.

      Jasper had taken the guards out one by one without making a sound.

      Hope, wild and furious, flooded through Talyn, giving her a strength she hadn’t had in months.

      Jasper had come for her. Which meant Cuinn had sent him.

      He was alive. Her steps staggered, then she forced herself to calm, to focus.

      More surprises waited. Jasper led her unerringly to the boundary fence, where a neat hole had been sliced at the bottom—just large enough for the tawncat and her to wriggle through.

      Jasper wasn’t alone.

      The tawncat waited patiently as Talyn scrambled through, then the moment she was on her feet he was off again, leading her to the cover of the forest.

      So far no alarm bells had rung. Nobody had seen them.

      Had the tawncat killed the guards patrolling the fence without detection too? An almost hysterical urge filled her to lean down and hug the tawncat fiercely.

      They reached the trees and again Jasper seemed to know where he was going. They began moving up a slight incline, Talyn forcing her battered body to keep up. She didn’t think to try and stop him, to try and figure out where he was going. She trusted him implicitly.

      Eventually they reached the top of an incline and entered a small clearing. Jasper came to a stop and let out a questioning yowl. Talyn stopped too, dropping instantly to her knees beside the tawncat to wrap her arms around his neck, silent tears soaking into his dark fur.

      His head turned slightly, bumping his bloodied nose against her ear, then he wriggled out of her hold.

      When a shadowy figure stepped out from the trees on the other side of the clearing, Talyn started violently, hand unconsciously scrabbling for a weapon she didn’t have.

      “Fancy meeting you here.” The voice was familiar, female, sardonic, but she couldn’t quite place it.

      “Who are you?” Talyn backed up a step. Jasper turned to watch her, as if making sure she was okay. The fact he wasn’t already tearing this person’s throat out had her relaxing.

      “You don’t recognise my voice? I’m offended.” The woman stepped closer, the light of the moon revealing her dark skin and faded sapphire eyes. “We are family, after all.”

      Talyn stared. “Saniya?”

      “That’s right.”

      “What are you doing here?” Maybe she was hallucinating. Maybe infection had already set in and this was some kind of fever dream. How else to explain the leader of Vengeance working with Jasper to help her escape?

      “Getting you out.” Saniya’s voice turned brisk. “I know you’ve probably got a hundred questions, but they have to wait. It’s imperative we get out of the guards’ search zone as soon as possible, so for now I just need you to trust me and follow. Okay?”

      “I…” Talyn glanced back toward the camp, where Kaeri and Zamaril were. “I’ve got friends back there. I can’t abandon them.”

      “Then go back. But I’m leaving now and this is your one opportunity to get away clean.” Saniya’s voice was ruthless, but when Talyn still hesitated she let out an annoyed sigh. “We’re just going to a safehouse a short distance away. That’s all for now.”

      “Use Saniya’s expertise to get clear of the search and then work out what comes next,” Sari urged. “You can’t do anything for Kaeri or Zamaril right now.”

      Talyn took one look at Jasper and nodded. “Okay.”

      “Good. Can you run unaided?”

      “Not fast and not far.” Admitting that was torturous, but it wasn’t going to help any of them if she lied.

      “You don’t have to go far. We’ve got horses waiting.” Saniya was already turning. “Let’s go, hurry!”

      Talyn didn’t have to be told twice. She followed.

      Her limping run had become a stumbling walk when the scent of horses hit her on the night breeze. The familiarity of it steadied her, gave her the strength she needed to cover the final distance.

      Two others—a young man and older woman—waited with four horses. None of the animals looked pleased by Jasper’s presence. The man led a horse to Talyn. “I’m Colm. That’s Tari. You good?”

      She nodded, placed her palm against the horse’s warm neck for a long moment, then summoned the strength to swing into the saddle. A grunt of pain escaped her, but she made it, and settled into her seat, adjusting to the unfamiliar saddle.

      “We need to ride fast.” Saniya gathered her reins. “Let’s go.”

      As they rode away, Talyn glanced back. Jasper followed, far enough not to panic the horses but close enough to get to her if he needed to.

      Cuinn was alive. And he’d sent Jasper for her.

      She was going to be fine.

      Azrilan was a fool—and a walking dead man.
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      Dawn was a faint pink glow on the horizon as they skirted a small town then emerged from thick forest into the tilled fields of an isolated farmhouse. As the light grew, Saniya began casting anxious glances around—likely worried that someone would spot them.

      Their approach was clearly expected. Two lanterns burned either side of the farmhouse door, and the horses’ hooves had barely sounded on the paved drive when the door swung open and a middle-aged woman stepped out.

      “Take the horses straight around to the stables,” she told Colm and Tari in a brisk voice. “Saniya, bring her in. Dastril’s waiting below.”

      By then Talyn was trembling with pain and exhaustion—the horseback ride at a gallop had not been kind to her injuries and only gritty determination and her Aimsir skill had kept her in the saddle.

      She managed to half-dismount, half-fall from the saddle, only Saniya’s quick steadying hand keeping her on her feet.

      “Can Dastril come up and help get her downstairs, Daya?” Saniya asked the woman.

      “I’m fine,” Talyn gritted out. “Just show me the way.”

      Daya searched her face for a moment, then nodded. “Best he not be seen up here. Hurry now, it’s getting light.”

      The farmhouse door was closed as soon as they were inside, and while Talyn propped herself against a wall, Saniya and Daya bent to quickly unroll a rug back from the wooden floorboards of the main room. Daya hauled up the trapdoor that was revealed while Saniya waved Talyn over. “Down here.”

      Talyn somehow managed to get down a steep set of narrow stairs to an underground room, Saniya and Jasper hovering close behind. They’d clearly been prepared for her to be hurt because a healer—presumably Dastril—waited in the warm and well-lit space beside a small table covered in healing supplies.

      “I’ll go and make sure Colm and Tari are settled,” Daya called down before closing the trapdoor. “Don’t come back up until I tell you it’s clear.”

      Saniya and Jasper then looked on while Dastril—an older, stick-thin man with a snowy white Montagni beard—painstakingly cleaned and dressed Talyn’s wounds. Jasper refused to take his eyes off the man, clearly not impressed about the pain he was causing her, but somehow understanding that it was necessary.

      Every time she looked at the tawncat, she wanted to cry.

      Judging by the occasional tensing of Saniya’s jaw, the bruises and broken scars must look bad. Talyn tried not to think about it. By the time Dastril had finished and she’d drunk the herbal tea he gave her, she was utterly exhausted from the pain. He pushed her gently down onto the soft bed and told her to rest.

      “Wait…” She forced her eyes to stay open, to focus blurrily on Saniya, to ask the question she was terrified to ask, even though Jasper’s appearance had eased her fear somewhat. “Cuinn. The Wolves?”

      “Cuinn was safe last time I saw him, as were most of your Wolves,” Saniya said. “Now rest. I’ll explain everything when you wake.”

      Tears slid down her face unchecked, but she allowed herself to close her eyes and sink into the softness. The last thing she remembered was the sight of Jasper leaping onto the blankets to curl up at her feet, his fierce glare daring anyone to come near her.

      “Sari?”

      “I’m here. Rest, Talyn.”

      

      When she woke, she was curled on her side, warmth and softness surrounding her. Someone had dressed her in clean clothes, and her raven hair was damp, as if it had been washed. Jasper remained at her feet, fast asleep and snoring softly.

      Talyn’s gaze went straight from him to where Saniya sat on a chair at the bottom of the stairs. Dastril was gone. Wincing, she gingerly uncurled and pulled herself up, resting on a forearm. “How did you find me?”

      “He did.” Saniya jerked a thumb towards the tawncat. “Don’t ask me how. I’ve been searching everywhere, using every contact in my network. It didn’t even occur to me that you’d been made a slave. But after finding no trace in Mithranar, we crossed the channel. The only thing I could think was that maybe Azrilan had brought you to Arataire as a prisoner. Jasper disappeared the night we arrived in Acleu.” Saniya let out a sigh that was a mix of annoyed and impressed. “He reappeared nearly two weeks later, by which time I was at my wits’ end trying to find trace of you. The beast would not let up snarling, or glaring at me like he was going to eat me, until I started following him.”

      “You were both searching for me?” Talyn stared wonderingly at the sleeping tawncat.

      Saniya nodded. “The creature has somehow decided I can be trusted—he even came to fetch me to help Cuinn and your Wolves flee Dock City after Azrilan’s coup. I heard tawncats are uncannily smart, but—”

      Talyn froze. “You said they’re okay… they escaped? Where?”

      “There were casualties, and Cuinn was hurt, but I got them out. They’re hiding in the north, at a hidden location some Falcon by the name of Windsong organised.” Saniya’s words were brusque, simple. She clearly had no idea what they meant to Talyn.

      Emotion flooded her so strongly the tears began streaming unchecked down her face. Her fingers curled in the bedsheet and a shuddering breath escaped her.

      “When did you see them last?” she managed.

      Saniya’s hard face softened slightly, but her tone remained brisk. “Months ago. I’ve been gone, working with my people and the Shadowhawk’s. Trying to find you.”

      “And you’re sure Cuinn was okay?”

      “He was on his feet and planning his next move.” Saniya nodded. “He sent Jasper with me to find you while he concentrated on figuring out a way to take his throne back.”

      Talyn swallowed. He was all right. Well enough to plan how to fight back. The relief was endless and she couldn’t stop the tears no matter how hard she tried.

      There were more questions to ask, truths to understand. Saniya had mentioned casualties. But Talyn feared she might not be strong enough to bear some of those answers. Not yet. She told herself she would face them soon, but for now she held on to the fact that Cuinn was alive. That many of her Wolves were alive.

      And she focused on Saniya instead.

      “Why did you do it?” Talyn said bluntly. Saniya was the leader of Vengeance, a group Talyn and the Wolves had hunted down. A group whose members she’d killed. A group who’d tried to kill both her and Cuinn more than once. “Help them escape. Search for me.”

      “You spared my life twice, Cousin. I owed you.”

      Saniya’s tone and voice indicated she had no desire to discuss that topic further. So Talyn dropped it for the moment, instead lifting a hand to her face, palpating her bruised jaw and the sore spot over her cheek. “What was Dastril’s assessment?”

      “You’re pretty banged up, but you’ll live.” Saniya’s eyes narrowed. “I’ve seen worse, actually, amongst slaves we’ve gotten out before. Your back is a mess, but those are older wounds.”

      Talyn nodded, bit her lip.

      “We’ll lay low here until the search for you is over, then we’ll leave. It should take a week or so.”

      “In the camp.” Talyn cleared her throat when it rasped. “They say no slave has ever escaped.”

      Saniya’s expression turned grim. “It’s true that most of our rescue missions are of household slaves; they’re easier to get out. But occasionally we can spring someone free from a labour camp. And when we do, the guards tell the rest of the slaves in the camp that the escaped slave is dead.”

      “They can’t afford any of them knowing that someone got out,” Talyn said quietly.

      “Exactly.” Saniya stood. “We’ll get you out of Montagn, across the channel and to the SkyReach without too much trouble—that’s where your Wolves are hiding.”

      The SkyReach. Her Wolves. Cuinn. Home. She swallowed, head bowing with the weight of how badly she wanted to be there as fast as was humanly possible. But she couldn’t do that. Not yet.

      She pushed off the blankets and swung her legs over the side of the bed. “I can’t leave yet. Zamaril is in that camp. And a friend who saved my life is there. I’m not leaving without them.”

      “If you think I’m risking my people to go back to that camp, you’re crazy,” Saniya said flatly. “I’m here for you, that’s it.”

      “Then I’ll go by myself.” As exhausted and sore as she was, Talyn’s voice was iron-hard. She wasn’t leaving Zamaril and Kaeri behind.

      Saniya huffed out an impatient breath. “Talyn, that camp will be like a hornet’s nest right now. Reinforcements will have been called in to help with searching for you. Even if I was willing to help, there is no way my people can extract two more slaves without us all getting caught and killed.”

      “I know a way,” Talyn said eagerly, feeling better than she had in months. Freedom, treatment, but most of all the knowledge Cuinn was alive and well, had restored her. “Zamaril and Kaeri are both assigned to a work crew outside the camp.” Or they had been before Talyn’s escape. If that had changed, her chances of getting them out without an army at her back were slim to none.

      “You want to snatch them while they’re working?” Saniya shook her head. “I don’t have the resources for an ambush on a work crew. I won’t risk my people for it.”

      “You don’t need to. You’ve seen Zamaril fight, and Kaeri can handle herself, not to mention Jasper. We surprise the guards, toss Kaeri and Zamaril weapons, and that’s two extra fighters. We use your horses too, get clear before the pursuit comes.”

      “Work crews outside labour camps are watched over by at least twelve guards, and since your escape, I won’t be surprised if they’ve doubled that number. We might be able to overwhelm twelve guards, but not twenty, and even if we could, we wouldn’t be able to do it before reinforcements arrived from the camp.”

      “I can—”

      “Don’t even try and tell me you can fight effectively right now.”

      Talyn hesitated. Saniya was right. But there was something that would tip the balance in their favour. “What if I told you there was someone else who could help us? A skilled warrior with both warrior and song magic?”

      Confusion flooded Saniya’s face. “Who—”

      “Mithanis is in the camp too. He’s on Zamaril’s work detail.”

      “No way,” she said flatly.

      “With his help, we could take out the guards and be away before reinforcements get there,” Talyn said stubbornly. She couldn’t believe she was arguing on Mithanis’s behalf, but she wasn’t leaving Zamaril and Kaeri behind. Not for anything.

      “And then what? We exchange murderous soldiers for a murderous prince of night?”

      “He knows we’re his only chance of escape. For now our goals align. He won’t act against us.”

      Saniya was still shaking her head. “We wouldn’t be able to return here. We’d have to ride straight for the coast and hope to lose those pursuing us along the way. That isn’t likely—the soldiers at the camps know the terrain. With superior numbers and fresher horses, they’ll catch up. Even if they didn’t, we’d have to contend with reinforcements drawn from other camps in the region to help search for us.”

      Saniya was right. It still didn’t matter. “Then I’ll do it alone and take my chances. I know Zamaril and Kaeri would make the same choice for me.”

      Saniya’s jaw clenched, the finger of one hand tapping out a furious rhythm on her knee.

      “I know that you don’t want to endanger your people, and I’m grateful for what you’ve already done for me,” Talyn said. “All I ask is that you leave me the horses.”

      A silence fell. Eventually Saniya expelled a frustrated breath. “I’ll help you, but my crew stays out of it.”

      “Thank you,” Talyn said, voice full of feeling. It was more than she had any right to expect.

      “Don’t. We’re more than likely about to end up right back in that slave camp, only together this time.” Saniya rose to her feet and took a step up the stairs. “I’ll go and tell Colm and Tari of the change in plans.”

      “Saniya?” Talyn stopped her. “Tawncats live and hunt in family groups. There’s no hierarchy, but they all have an innate sense of each other—developed as a way to hunt more effectively but also keep each other safe,” Talyn said. “At least, that’s what Tiercelin read somewhere. Jasper came to you because you’re family. His and mine.”

      Saniya started at that, her sapphire eyes turning back to Talyn. “I sometimes used to think, in moments of ridiculous weakness, that it would be nice if a time came when we weren’t enemies.”

      Talyn smiled. “So did I.”

      Saniya hesitated again. “I made an agreement with Cuinn before I left, to ally our networks. We won’t fight for him… but I agreed that our people should work together to continue undermining Azrilan and his court every opportunity we get.”

      Talyn’s smile widened. “Like you and the Shadowhawk used to do.”

      “Exactly.” Saniya’s eyes met hers unflinchingly. “I made no promises about what happens after Azrilan is taken down. I don’t want another Acondor on the throne, Talyn.”

      But Cuinn wasn’t like his family. Talyn didn’t point that out, figured Saniya already knew it deep down. A logistical alliance was more than they could have imagined anyway. “Understood,” she said. “And thank you.”

      “Talyn, we could use that. When we get back,” Sari breathed.

      “Yes. Yes we can.”

      They wouldn’t be starting from scratch after all.

      

      Saniya sent Colm and Tari to ride on ahead to Acleu to organise passage across the channel for Talyn and the escaped slaves.

      “We’ll be riding into Acleu with half an army on our heels,” she warned Talyn. “But if we can get to Toscal, we should be fine. He’s one of our people in Acleu. A fisherman who’s happy to sneak passengers up the coast and across the channel to Darmour for the right amount of coin.”

      They waited three days, until the search teams from the camp had passed through the district without finding Talyn. There was a tense full-turn or two while dogs searched the nearby area, but Saniya remained confident the horseback ride would have confused their scent.

      “We’ve done this many times before,” she said.

      “The people who own this place are part of your network?” Talyn asked.

      “Not technically. But they help us where they can,” Saniya said. “Their son was caught stealing—a drunken prank with his friends—when he was seventeen. He was sent to the slave camps to work off a ten-year sentence. That was four years ago.”

      “Ten years for stealing?” Talyn asked incredulously. “Not everyone in Montagn approves of slavery then.”

      Saniya shot her an incredulous look. “The only people who approve of it are those who are from rich and powerful families like yours whose wealth comes from the work of slaves.”

      “Save the preaching,” Talyn snapped, irritated by her cousin’s accusatory tone. “The Dumnorix abhor slavery and you know it.”

      “Abhor it all you like, but what are you actually doing about it?” Saniya shot back. “Refusing to send a liaison to Montagn to register your displeasure? Please!”

      “Oh, I suppose you think we should use our military might to invade other countries and take their sovereignty just because we don’t like the way they run things?” Talyn lifted an eyebrow. “Throw away the lives of our citizens in doing so?”

      “Why not? You did that to Firthland, didn’t you?” Before Talyn could respond to that, Saniya waved a dismissive hand. “War isn’t the answer to problems. There are other ways.”

      “Such as?”

      A knock at the trapdoor above interrupted the heated conversation. It was Daya coming to let Saniya know the searchers had left the area. Throwing a look at Talyn, Saniya muttered something about getting food, and disappeared up the stairs.

      Talyn sighed and looked at Jasper. “She’s really annoying.”

      Jasper blinked. Waved his tail.

      “I’m glad you agree.”
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      The air was still, almost as if it was waiting, holding its breath. Talyn dismissed that fanciful thought with a huff. She rode behind Saniya, two more horses on a lead rope following, Jasper padding along enough distance away to not entirely spook the horses.

      The labour camp wasn’t far off now, despite the thick forest around them giving the illusion of being a long way from anywhere civilized. The horses picked their way through brush, Saniya deliberately choosing the most difficult approach. “When we leave we’ll be following forest trails so the horses can move quickly. Approaching via a different route might confuse the Montagni trackers and their dogs for a short time.”

      Any Aimsir worth their horse would be able to tell the difference by simply looking at the tracks, so Talyn held little hope that would be the case. But even if it delayed pursuit by a quarter-turn and no more, it would be something. And Talyn had made a career of leveraging small somethings into success.

      “You are feeling better,” Sari commented.

      She was. Despite the limitations forced on her by her scarred back, her bruises were fading and the cuts were healing over. The trapped panic that had been building inside her while she remained a slave in the camp had vanished—fading to a noticeable but dull ache of memory. Even though she was attempting something with impossible odds. Even though the way ahead was going to be difficult and dangerous. It didn’t matter.

      She was free. She knew Cuinn and her Wolves were alive, and where they might be—or at least somewhere to start looking. Now all she had to do was get Zamaril and Kaeri and she could go home.

      “And Mithanis.”

      “Sure.” She winced. Wished she could think of a way of accomplishing this without needing to include the prince of night.

      “What are you going to do with him once you’ve helped him escape?”

      “We’ll need his help to get clear, particularly if pursuers catch up to us.”

      “Noted. And then what? Once you’re safely away, I mean?”

      “I’m taking this one step at a time.”

      “So basically you have no idea.”

      Talyn shifted uncomfortably in the saddle. “I will.”

      They timed their approach to the outskirts of the camp for late afternoon. The work crews would be taken inside before nightfall, but Talyn wanted darkness to cover their escape as quickly as possible.

      Eventually the horses approached the opposite side of the riverbank where slaves were sent to fetch water for the work crews. The water rushed by, dark and green, but shallow enough here for the horses to cross. Saniya and Talyn brought their horses to a halt behind the tree line and out of sight of anyone approaching the banks.

      “I’m not sure we should separate.” Saniya hesitated. Jasper padded ahead, glancing back when they didn’t follow, annoyance flashing in his eyes.

      “Zamaril and Mithanis will be working in a different area to Kaeri.” Talyn tried not to be irritated about having to explain this again. She’d already drawn a detailed map of the work area and its surrounds for Saniya back at the farmhouse. The forest would give them some cover on approach, but things would turn chaotic the moment they broke from cover. “We have to split up, or by the time we both go for Kaeri, then get to Zamaril, the guards in the compound will have been alerted. You’re the one who said that the faster we get clear, the more chance we have of evading pursuit.”

      “Your back,” Saniya said eventually. “I’m worried you can’t fight—”

      “I have other advantages.” Talyn cut her off, impatience making her sharp. “And I’ll take Jasper with me. The plan is sound, Saniya. We grab them, meet in the middle, then ride east as fast as we possibly can.”

      A breeze kicked up then, suddenly scattering leaves across the forest floor. Talyn’s horse shied, stamping its foot. Saniya gave a single nod, then handed Talyn the reins of her spare horse before urging her mount into the water.

      Talyn loosely tied the reins of both spare horses to a nearby tree before leaving them and kicking her gelding after Saniya. Water splashed around them, and she hoped the noise didn’t carry on the breeze.

      On the other side, Saniya rode up the embankment, angling northeast to circle the work area to where the male slaves worked. Talyn broke away, heading west along the riverbank towards where the carts and female slaves would be. Jasper padded behind.

      The remembered thrill of battle heated Talyn’s blood. She refused to let herself think about her new limitations. Or what they’d do if Kaeri or Zamaril weren’t still assigned to this work detail.

      “Sari?”

      “I’m here. You’ll be fine.” There was no doubt in her partner’s voice.

      Her mount’s hindquarters bunched as she pushed him up the incline above the riverbank, then reined him in. The sound of chopping wood drifted on the breeze, along with the occasional snippet of an order being given.

      Talyn’s hand curled around the reins and she settled herself in the saddle. She sent a glance at Jasper, who was already looking at her with impatience in his gaze, and then lifted her head, pursed her lips, and sent a shrill whistle reverberating through the forest—the signal to go.

      Then she dug her heels in.

      The horse launched into a gallop through the trees, making for where the transport carts sat ready to be filled with chopped wood. Moments later they burst onto open ground, her horse half-rearing with a protesting whinny at how suddenly she reined him in.

      The slaves in the vicinity froze in the middle of whatever they were doing, faces utterly bewildered by the sudden appearance of a rider in their midst.

      Talyn’s gaze scanned every slave carrying the chopped wood to the carts. When she spotted Kaeri, relief relaxed her tense shoulders. The woman had already seen her, shock flashing over her face before being replaced by a growing smile.

      “Ha!” Talyn urged the horse. “Ha!”

      He lurched back into a gallop, weaving through slaves and piles of cut wood alike, and Talyn leaned down out of the saddle, arm extended.

      The Venador princess didn’t hesitate. She tossed her armload of wood aside and ran towards the galloping horse without a trace of fear. As the two collided, Kaeri’s arm gripped hers firmly and she swung herself up behind Talyn.

      Grunting with the effort, ignoring the tug of sharp pain from her back, Talyn turned the horse to gauge where the guards were. Those nearest—she counted five—were drawing weapons. She was about to ride at them when Kaeri tugged on her arm.

      “The guard’s horses!” she shouted, then pointed. “That way.”

      Brilliant idea—she should have thought of it herself.

      Talyn twitched the reins, sending the horse in the direction Kaeri had pointed. Two soldiers came sprinting after them, while the others—having heard Kaeri’s shout—ran to cut them off before they could reach their goal.

      But then Jasper exploded from the trees, long strides carrying him across the clearing in front of their horse with a speed that belied belief. The guards barely had time to see him coming before he was on them, claws extended, a snarl ripping through the clearing. He tore the first man’s throat out, then leapt at the next.

      Moments later Talyn and Kaeri reached the guards’ horses. Drawing a knife, Talyn leaned down and sliced through the rope tethering them to a sturdy tree. “Jasper!” she bellowed.

      The tawncat had been poised over the third dead guard, blood spattering his nose and claws, but at her shout he turned and ran towards them. Another snarl ripped from his throat, striking terror into the already uneasy horses. All but two of them bolted. Talyn swore as her horse reared too, as panicked as the others, and it took a precious few seconds to get him back under control.

      “You right back there?” she asked Kaeri.

      “Fine.”

      “Good. I have an idea.”

      Kaeri’s weight at her back made movement more limited than she preferred, but she still managed to lean out and grab the reins of the two horses that hadn’t bolted. Bucking, snorting, they fought her hold, almost dragging her from the saddle until Kaeri reached out and grabbed on too, adding her strength.

      Eventually they calmed, snorting their displeasure but willing to be led. Now they had two spare horses in case any of theirs were lamed in the escape.

      Without needing to be told, Kaeri swung out of the saddle behind Talyn and clambered onto one of the spares. Once settled, she grabbed the reins of the other one, freeing Talyn’s hands.

      Shouts broke out in the distance, and Talyn’s head whipped around. There was a flash of dark light, a sharp crackle like lightning on a stormy day.

      Saniya had reached Mithanis and Zamaril.

      Talyn was turning her horse to head back to the meeting location at the riverbank when a hissing sound thrummed into a break between shouts.

      “Duck!” Kaeri shouted.

      A second later, arrows whistled through the air around them. Cursing, Talyn turned the horse sharply to the left, taking them away from the point of attack before reining in at a grunt of pain from Kaeri. “You okay?”

      “It’s a scratch. I’m fine.” Blunt, annoyed words.

      Talyn looked properly at her friend. The arrow hadn’t nicked her arm. It was lodged in her shoulder. Anger snapped through her. “Tell me the truth.”

      “I can’t move my shoulder, but the bleeding isn’t bad. I’ll be fine.” Kaeri sounded confident, despite her skin having gone several shades paler than usual. “We need to move. There will be more where that came from.”

      “Jasper, run!” Talyn bellowed. The tawncat was vicious and deadly, but as vulnerable to an arrow as anyone else, and his size made him a good target. He hissed, but did as she asked, racing for the cover of trees.

      The archers had cut them off from the approach to the river. They could circle around, but that would take time she didn’t want to waste. Hopefully Saniya had already gotten Zamaril and Mithanis clear.

      Another arrow whistled by—they’d been found. Talyn made up her mind.

      “We’re going to take out the archers and ride through the work area. Stay close behind!” she told Kaeri.

      Her gaze searched for her archer, catching sight of him just as she had to duck to avoid another arrow. Lifting her arm, she summoned her winged folk magic and sent a sapphire bolt of energy flying at him. It exploded into the ground at his feet in a flash of electrical light and he screamed in pain.

      Digging her heels in, Talyn galloped at the second archer, flinging another bolt before he could get a shot off. Gasping, she fought not to sway in the saddle from the energy drain. Back by the cleared area around the carts, the only guards she could see were all dead. The rest had probably gone to deal with Saniya.

      Now they just needed to get to the riverbank and—

      “Talyn, look!” Kaeri warned.

      She was pointing to the road leading back to the camp’s front gates. Mounted soldiers boiled out of the gates at a gallop—at least ten at a quick count—and Berserkers swarmed the compound grounds, clearly preparing to come after them. It looked like the full company had been roused.

      Shit. They’d been even faster to organise than she’d thought.

      “Talyn!” Saniya’s voice.

      Her cousin was galloping toward them from the trees on the northern side of the work area. Zamaril clung to her back. A man ran several paces behind. He had no wings and he was pale, gaunt, like all slaves. But there would never be a place or a time when Talyn would not recognise Mithanis Acondor. His dark eyes glowered at her.

      “Soldiers?” Talyn snapped out, tearing her gaze from Mithanis to Saniya and Zamaril.

      “All dead from our area,” Zamaril replied, sending a grudging look of approval at Mithanis. “Seven down.”

      That made twelve. That was all of them.

      Talyn switched her gaze to Mithanis, hesitating. His dark eyes bore into hers, almost challenging. “Get on the spare horse. Quick!”

      “Let’s go!” Saniya shouted once Kaeri had relinquished the reins of the spare mount to Mithanis. The prince of night clambered awkwardly into the saddle and then perched there even more awkwardly. Shit. She hadn’t thought of the fact he wouldn’t know how to ride.

      “Let your horse follow ours, don’t worry about trying to steer it. But you stay in the saddle or you get left behind,” she told him sharply.

      He scowled, but determination hardened his face and he gripped tightly to the reins.

      Kaeri pointed down the road with her good arm, where the reinforcements were rapidly approaching. “That lot will be on us in a heartbeat.”

      Talyn scanned the riders, trying to figure out the best option. Part of her marked the slaves huddling around the trees, clearly terrified and not knowing what to do. She squashed the guilt before it could form. None of them had been hurt, and she could only hope they wouldn’t be punished once it was clear they’d done nothing but stay where they were during the escape of others.

      The rest of her planned, thoughts racing. If they fled now, the pursuit would likely catch them—they were too close. Her horse sensed her nervousness and backed up, snorting. She tightened her hold on the reins.

      “Why aren’t we riding?” Saniya had her horse on such a tight rein he was dancing in anxiety underneath her. Zamaril clung to her.

      “I need them to get a little closer,” Talyn murmured. “Kaeri, how are you doing?”

      “Quit asking me that, I’m fine.”

      “Talyn!” Saniya snapped. “Tell me you have a plan, because we’re about to die or be captured.”

      The first group of galloping soldiers was at the top of the road now, almost on them. Behind them, though, it was taking longer for the Berserkers to sort out horses and get saddled up. No others had left yet.

      Good.

      She glanced at Mithanis. “Prince of Night, would you like to be of use?”

      He tried to kick his horse forward, managed it after a few tries, and came up alongside her. He stared ahead at the guards with a calculating expression, clearly understanding what her plan was without needing to ask. She reminded herself not to underestimate him.

      Talyn took a deep breath. Forcing away her awareness of everything but herself, she closed her eyes and summoned focus. She gathered up her fear, her pain, her anger at everything that had been done to her.

      Then she lifted both hands in the air.

      Opened her eyes.

      And threw her magic at the approaching soldiers.

      Blue energy flew from her hands, several bolts of sapphire warrior magic. They hit their target in a series of successive blasts, exploding so fiercely the ground rocked beneath their feet.

      Mithanis let loose a heartbeat later, his warrior magic far more powerful than hers.

      Their sapphire and black magic collided in a storm of energy that had Talyn seeing stars, ears ringing, chest constricting, seconds later.

      By the time the light faded and the ground had stilled, not one soldier remained. Instead the ground where they had been was utter carnage, splattered with blood, gore, and bits of clothing.

      And then there was a twitch of movement in her peripheral vision. She spun, readying more magic, but it was only one of the slaves.

      Running away into the trees.

      And then another ran after him. The slaves that had spent their lives being brainwashed to behave. To follow orders. To never even think of escaping.

      They scattered and ran.

      There was hope in that. And the glimmerings of an idea she couldn’t quite grasp. Not yet. Her breath came in harsh gasps, but she wasn’t tired, she was exhilarated. Battle rage flooded her system, taking away all the pain.

      “Ciantar indeed,” Saniya murmured, eyes wide as she stared at the destruction.

      Mithanis tossed her a dark look, clearly unhappy at the evidence of Talyn’s warrior magic. But he didn’t say anything.

      Talyn lifted the reins to turn her horse, to make their escape back to where the spare horses were tethered. Where Jasper was hopefully waiting.

      But Mithanis reached over and grabbed her wrist in a fierce grip, a murderous light in his eyes. “Them too.”

      His other hand was pointing at the Berserkers already leaving the compound, at the rest milling about by the main gates readying to leave. Before Talyn could say anything Mithanis let out a roar, hands raised, flinging his magic farther than she could have achieved.

      Burst after burst after burst, his towering rage on full display, powering his magic, until he slumped, spent, in the saddle.

      The main gates and anything near it had been completely obliterated.

      “Are we sure breaking Mithanis out was a good idea?” Sari asked after one, awestruck moment.

      “On the bright side, he’s just won us some time to get clear,” Talyn managed. “On the significantly darker side, he just destroyed steel gates and about fifteen-odd elite warriors in under a minute.”

      “Why didn’t he just do that weeks ago?” Sari still sounded awed.

      “Questions can come later.”

      “There are hundreds more soldiers in that camp.” Saniya spoke coolly into the thick silence that had fallen. “Let’s go before they can organise themselves.”

      They rode.
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      Trystaan landed at the Port Lachley castle fortress amidst a strong gust of wind, wings flaring at the last moment to balance himself. The SkyRider members of Cuinn’s new Kingshield detail circled above in a ruckus of screeching and shouted farewells until he was safely down, and then they banked away, heading for the SkyRider base to the east.

      Cuinn’s heart sank at the sight of Ariar waiting for him. Theac and Evani stood at guard position by the doors leading into the fortress, and he gave them a wave of greeting before going over to where Ariar stood at the battlements along the edge of the roof.

      “I prefer the fresh air,” he explained when Cuinn joined him, palms resting on cool stone. The east of Conmor sprawled out before them, fields and forest, and Mount Fanar and its watchtower in the short distance. “I hate staying inside these walls too long.”

      “Is it going to cheer up that woeful expression of yours if I tell you Soar’s legion just wiped out the Montagni fleet heading our way?”

      Ariar did brighten for a moment. “No casualties?”

      “None.”

      The Callanan warning from Acleu had been a saviour. The Conmoran navy had deployed in a search pattern as soon as they received the message, and a patrol had spotted the ships two days’ sail from the north coast.

      Four warships packed with Berserkers and infantry and two smaller vessels escorting them, their small size and maneuverability indicating their purpose was likely to identify landing spots for the warships to ferry in their troops.

      Cuinn didn’t give them the opportunity.

      He’d sent Soar and one of his legions to intercept the fleet the moment they’d come within SkyRider range of the coast. Without nievers to defend them, the ships had gone down quickly. Anxious about the outcome, Cuinn had flown out the previous night to check in on his cousin, then returned immediately with the good news, leaving the SkyRiders patrolling the coast on the off chance they’d missed a ship.

      Finally, they’d had a win. He couldn’t deny it felt good. That a decision he’d made had led to a small but decisive victory for the Twin Thrones. But Ariar’s glum mood was quickly souring that triumph.

      “If those ships had finished what they came to do, we’d be in trouble,” Ariar said. “Imagine hundreds of soldiers spreading through the undefended fields of north Conmor?”

      “Your Aimsir and the Conmoran cavalry would have helped the army destroy them before they got far.”

      “Maybe,” Ariar said grimly. “But how many more would follow?”

      “The ahara doesn’t have an endless supply of ships.” Cuinn strove for optimism, but Ariar was right. Azrilan would take this loss and learn for next time.

      “They’ll adapt, and quickly.” Ariar echoed his thoughts. “I don’t know your brother well, but Tarcos is a smart man and experienced warrior, for all his pride and youth. Azrilan won’t send any more unguarded ships. At least not in small numbers.”

      “I certainly wouldn’t,” Cuinn mused, his good mood fading entirely. He did know Azrilan. More ships wouldn’t be his response. No, he’d have something else up his sleeve, something cleverer. Ariar’s grim mood settled like a heavy weight against Cuinn’s song magic. There was more going on. He’d been waiting out here for Cuinn for a reason. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on?”

      Ariar rubbed a hand over his face, then passed Cuinn a folded piece of parchment. “I just got this a full-turn ago. My scouts in the mountains report movements of Firthlander troops south.”

      “Shit.” Cuinn sucked in a shocked breath. “Towards the Calumnian border?”

      “That’s my guess. They’re pushing hard in the northern foothills, trying to break into Conmor, but my scouts think they have enough numbers now to make a similar push south into Calumnia.”

      Cuinn rubbed a hand over his eyes. “The fleet was a feint.”

      “Maybe. Even if not, it was timed well to draw our attention away from the mountains.” Ariar let out a breath. “We need those SkyRiders back there right away, working in tandem with my scouts. We’ll be fighting on two fronts soon.”

      Frustration flared. Azrilan and Tarcos seemed to always be a step ahead somehow. Cuinn wished Talyn was here. She was their best chance of outwitting both men. “I’ll send a SkyRider to recall them as soon as we go inside.” And then they’d have to hope no other Montagni ships were on their way. “What does Alyna have to say?”

      “She’s closeted with Shia and Ceannar. They’re waiting for you before making any final decisions.”

      “What do you think we should do?”

      “We can’t let them get out of the mountains. Once they do, we don’t have the numbers to cover the open territory they’ll be marching through, not to mention the troops we’ll need to commit to the north to deal with Montagn’s next move.”

      “What will we need to hold them in the mountains?” He was glad Ariar had met him out here. Glad for the opportunity to talk freely with a cousin he trusted before running the gauntlet of Alyna and the military commanders.

      Even though they’d accepted him as regent, he was on unsteady footing. Nobody knew him yet, not properly. One misstep and he’d lose everything he’d gained.

      And that was out of the question.

      “All the Greencloaks currently stationed in reserve in the north of Calumnia, plus a legion of SkyRiders.” Ariar made a frustrated face. “My Aimsir—although they’re already spread thin holding the northern foothills.”

      “We can’t afford to thin the defensive lines in Conmor much more.” They were already unsteady. “Not to mention we’ll have fewer SkyRiders to defend the eastern coastline and pick off Firthlander ships if we have to divert a legion south.”

      “The Greencloaks already there can’t defend such wide territory alone, not against Bearmen and niever-flyers. And we can’t call up more from Ryathl—putting aside how vulnerable that leaves our capital, they wouldn’t get there in time.”

      Cuinn thought on that a moment. “What about the Callanan?”

      “Shia might be able to spare a few, but again, it’s a numbers game. We’re talking about miles and miles of rugged terrain.”

      There was no good way out of it. No obvious solution.

      “Preventing a push south into Calumnia is the priority,” Cuinn said eventually. With the resources they had, they could hold the Conmoran border, harry Firthlander ships and prepare for attack from the north. A new front opening up in Calumnia would break them. “So we do whatever we have to do to push them back.”

      “Attack them in the mountains before they hit the border, hit them hard enough to discourage any further attempts to move south?” Ariar cocked his head. “The forces we’d need for that will thin our northern lines, but hopefully only for a short time. It might work.”

      “Then that’s what we’ll do.” Cuinn infused his voice with magic, confidence and surety. He and Ariar would walk down to the council room where Alyna and his commanders would have already come to the same conclusion. But he would use that same magic when he agreed with them. And it would give them hope, prevent them from falling into despair.

      The Twin Thrones needed the Dumnorix. And Cuinn would keep them strong.

      “I’ll fly south to Ryathl tonight,” he told Ariar as they headed downstairs. “The Calumnian Lords’ Council should hear from me directly. I’ll do my best to reassure them and work out a way to get more forces north in a hurry in case they make another push after we stymie this one.”

      Ariar nodded. “You can carry the orders for Soar and my Aimsir too.”

      “The Twin Thrones will hold, Cousin. We’ll make sure of it.”

      

      The commanders’ meeting was quick and decisive. As Cuinn expected, Alyna and her commanders had come to the same conclusion as he and Ariar. He signed the orders to deploy SkyRiders and the Aimsir as part of a concentrated offensive to hit the Firthlanders moving south and disrupt them entirely.

      And they would hope it would be enough.

      He asked Shia and Ceannar to travel to Ryathl with him—it would be the first time that he was formally introduced to the Lords’ Council as regent, and it would help to have the First Blade and First Shield at his side when he addressed them. Never far from his mind was the knowledge that the Twin Thrones had to hold together, or they would lose.

      His thoughts were full of what he would say to them as he strode the hallways to his quarters, trailed discreetly by Theac and Evani and several other Kingshield. Theac and Evani followed him through the door—the rest of his detail would array themselves around every conceivable entrance to his quarters, but only his Wolves were allowed inside with him.

      He’d only taken two steps before he spotted Saundin sitting in an armchair by the unlit fireplace. Metal rang as his Wolves drew weapons and pushed in front of him.

      After a momentary freeze of terror—Azrilan’s hounds were never far from his mind, even though he had Kingshield around him at all times now—he snapped, “Stand down. He’s a friend.”

      Theac scowled, but stopped instantly at Cuinn’s command. Evani halted too, but stared at the Armun like she wanted him to blink the wrong way so she could teach him a lesson.

      Once it was clear Saundin wasn’t about to be murdered in front of him, Cuinn took a steadying breath and pretended like he hadn’t been momentarily terrified at seeing a strange shadowy man in his rooms. “You couldn’t have started a fire?”

      “I’d really rather nobody know I was here,” Saundin said dryly, apparently unbothered by the fact he’d been seconds away from death. The man hadn’t even reached for a weapon.

      Hope edged Cuinn’s voice before he could hide it. “You’ve got good news?”

      “I’ve got news.”

      “My family needs to hear this too.” He waved a hand to forestall the inevitable debate. “Theac, please go and invite Ariar up for wine and cards. Invite Alyna too, and have her put her most disapproving face on. The Kingshield guards outside won’t see you, Saundin.”

      “Fine, but I’d appreciate if you were quick about it. I don’t have all day.”

      Cuinn nodded at Theac. He left. Evani took up a watchful position while Cuinn started a fire.

      “Tarcos is pushing south for Calumnia.” Done with the fire, Cuinn found his saddlebags and began packing the bare necessities.

      “I’m aware,” Saundin said.

      “I’m headed to Ryathl to talk to the Lords’ Council.”

      “A good idea.” A pause, then, “I heard you were named regent. A secret Dumnorix… that’s quite the revelation.”

      The door opened before Cuinn could respond, Theac holding it for Ariar and Alyna to enter. He closed it as soon as they were inside and took up a guard position beside Evani.

      “Why is a Firthlander Armun hiding out in your quarters, Cuinn?” Ariar held a jug of stoppered wine and three glasses in his hands. Despite his jovial words, his stance had shifted to one of readiness. Alyna looked furious at the sight of Saundin, and her hand unconsciously reached for a weapon before she realised what she was doing.

      “His name is Saundin.” Cuinn introduced the unsmiling, bearded man. “And he is a man Talyn and Sari trusted. They worked together often.”

      The Dumnorix visibly relaxed, although Alyna’s scowl didn’t fade completely. Ariar shrugged and began pouring wine for everyone.

      “I requested his assistance several weeks ago,” Cuinn added.

      “With what?” Alyna demanded. She reluctantly took the glass Ariar offered then sat on a chair opposite Saundin. Ariar sprawled beside the Armun and Cuinn took the fourth chair.

      Ariar brightened. “Are you finally going to let us in on your plan?”

      Cuinn sat forward, looking at the Armun. “Tell us what you’ve learned.”

      “The niever-flyers are unified behind Tarcos, the majority of Bearmen too. The Armun Council is divided, the Shadowlord for now loyal to Tarcos but not happy about his actions. The lords are equally divided—some love Tarcos’s territorial ambitions, others see a dangerous war in which lives will be lost for no good purpose.” Saundin hesitated, gaze flicking to the Dumnorix. “A good majority hold the middle ground. They don’t like war, but they’re sympathetic to Tarcos’s cause—nobody likes being a vassal of the Twin Thrones.”

      “But clearly everyone is following their new warlord’s orders,” Ariar pointed out.

      “They are,” Saundin confirmed. “And if he continues to win small battles, that will solidify their loyalty. Losses will do the opposite. Having Montagn as an ally helps him too. The more strength Tarcos conveys, the more lords will fall in line with him.”

      “How do you judge the strength of their forces?” Alyna asked.

      “The niever-flyers have been hit hard by your SkyRiders, but more are being trained. And he’s building ships too. You’re making an impact, and if it were just Firthland in the war, I judge you’d eventually fight them off.”

      But not if they had to battle the Montagni army too. Saundin didn’t need to say it aloud.

      Cuinn glanced at his cousin. “You and Tarcos spent a lot of time together when he rode with your Aimsir.”

      “What of it?” Anger rippled over Ariar’s face.

      “What did he talk about? Over ales, waiting for battle, that sort of thing.”

      “He was a quiet one.” Ariar shrugged. “Didn’t like to talk unless he had something worthwhile to say. I liked that about him.”

      “Did he ever talk about his uncle?”

      “Sure. Tarcos wanted to be named heir, that was always obvious.” Ariar paused, considering. “But he has a lot of cousins—he used to jokingly talk about how much competition he had.”

      “But his uncle did pick him,” Alyna said. “Is there a point to this, Cuinn?”

      “He hated one of them!” Ariar said suddenly, straightening in the chair. “Most of the time he spoke about his cousins with a quick joke or polite respect, but he hated Rados. Went on quite the diatribe one night when he drank a little more than he should have.”

      “Why Rados?” Cuinn asked carefully.

      “Called him a daddy’s boy. Said he looked for their uncle’s respect too much, that he couldn’t be his own man. That he valued loyalty over speaking his mind.”

      Cuinn smiled, a quick thrill of hope running through him, quickly quenched. It was too soon for hope. “Saundin, is Rados still alive?”

      “Yes. His father—the previous warlord’s younger brother and Tarcos’s uncle—has sworn loyalty to Tarcos.”

      “Even better.” Cuinn sat forward. “Do you think you can contact Rados on our behalf? I’ve got an offer for him.”

      Saundin made a face. “You don’t ask for much, do you?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

        

      

    

    
      Saniya led the way, Talyn and Kaeri directly behind her, with Zamaril and Mithanis bringing up the rear. Cuinn’s brother had yet to utter a word, but his angry scowl was reassuringly familiar. Jasper kept pace, almost invisible in the shadows and dim light.

      The breeze that had kicked up earlier brought clouds scudding across the darkening horizon, and nightfall arrived with the beginning of a steady, drizzling rain.

      It felt good to be on horseback again, and though they weren’t Aimsir, the Montagni horses were strong and fleet, bred for the hardy terrain. Saniya forced a hard pace, wanting to make as much ground as possible before stopping to rest.

      “How are you doing back there?” Talyn asked Kaeri.

      “It damn well hurts, but I’m not dying. Focus your worry on more important things, like how we’re going to deal with the inevitable pursuit.”

      “Fine. I’ll stop asking on the condition you agree to tell me when the blood loss approaches fatal.”

      Kaeri snorted. “Agreed.”

      Zamaril spoke up. “How quickly do you think they rallied to come after us?”

      “Between the magical theatrics and the pet tawncat, I wouldn’t be surprised if the remaining soldiers at the camp are more cautious than usual in pursuing. That will help,” Saniya responded.

      “They might be a little slower, but they’ll be coming after us with everything they have,” Kaeri countered. “Their commanders won’t tolerate losing us. Already messenger birds will be flying to every garrison in this region and soldiers will be riding out to try and cut us off.”

      Saniya turned to glance at Kaeri, but didn’t disagree. Her expression was grim.

      Talyn looked ahead, refusing to worry. They were free. They’d figure it out.

      

      They pushed until the horses began to slow with exhaustion. Not long after midnight, Saniya called a halt by a fast-flowing stream. They dismounted and left the horses to drink and graze.

      Talyn glanced at Kaeri, who was biting her lip with pain. Fresh blood seeped through the makeshift bandage she’d wrapped around the arrow still embedded in her shoulder. “We need to take a look at Kaeri’s shoulder.”

      “We can’t afford a fire.” Saniya glanced around. The rain had cleared a short while ago and faint moonlight shone from above. “Come over here where the light is a little better.”

      Kaeri propped against a large boulder near the water. Saniya gently peeled away the torn parts of the woman’s shirt. “I’ll have to take the arrow out so it doesn’t fester. Lucky for you it missed bone and went all the way through.”

      “Do it,” Kaeri said tersely.

      “Zamaril, go and find something to bind the wound with—we packed healing supplies in the saddlebags of my horse,” Talyn ordered. “And if your friend decides to try and murder us while I’m not looking, I’ll tear you limb from limb. After I’m done with him.”

      To his credit, Zamaril didn’t point out that it had been her decision as much as his to bring Mithanis along on their escape, and obeyed her instructions without a word. Mithanis perched a distance off, gaze hooded, remaining silent.

      With a quick, practiced movement Saniya snapped the shaft of the arrow, then gently but firmly drew the arrowhead from Kaeri’s shoulder. Throughout, the Montagni princess gritted her teeth and made no complaint. Her skin turned from fair to white in the moonlight though and her hands trembled where they rested at her sides.

      “Who are you, anyway?” Kaeri grunted as the last part of the shaft slid from her shoulder with a nauseating sucking sound.

      “Saniya Ciantar.” She tossed the arrow away and Talyn leaned over to study the wound it had left. Blood seeped from the area, but it wasn’t flowing rapidly—a good sign. “You?”

      “Kaeri Venador.”

      Saniya rocked back. “Seriously?”

      “Indeed.”

      Saniya spun to Talyn, eyes flashing. “We broke a Venador out?”

      “One who saved my life,” Talyn said.

      “One who can look after herself.” Saniya lifted her hands in the air and stalked off without another word.

      Zamaril reappeared, offering bandages and a tiny pot of healing paste. Talyn took them, then glanced at Kaeri. “She doesn’t like slavery.”

      “Ah.” An infectious energy vibrated off Kaeri despite the pain she must be in, her bright eyes almost feverish against the paleness of her skin. Talyn knew the feeling—Kaeri had found captivity as difficult as she had. “I assume the anti-slavery lady was the one who got you out? I couldn’t believe it when I heard you’d escaped isolation.”

      “It was Jasper who got me out, but Saniya helped, yes.”

      “What were you thinking, coming back for me? You should have run and never looked back,” she said pointedly.

      “I was thinking I wasn’t going to escape and leave you and Zamaril behind.”

      Kaeri scowled, but didn’t protest that further. “What about your wounds? How are you doing?”

      “I’m stiff and store, but I’ll be fine.” Talyn briskly smeared paste over Kaeri’s wound and then began bandaging her shoulder. “You’ll have to keep your arm still to slow the blood flow—the wound needs stitches, but tight bandaging will have to do for now. Zamaril, can you fashion a sling? Use your shirt, there should be a spare one in the saddlebags.”

      “Your back?” Kaeri’s gaze pierced Talyn’s.

      Talyn looked away. “It’s fine. Saniya’s people cleaned and re-dressed the scars.”

      “Is there something I should know?” Zamaril paused in tearing the arms from his shirt and looked between them.

      “No.” Talyn straightened, holding out her hand for the torn strips of cloth.

      Kaeri hissed as Talyn wrapped the long strips in a sling that held her right arm to her chest, something Tiercelin had taught them all to do a long time ago. Once she was satisfied the sling was stable enough, she turned to her Wolf, keen to address their next most immediate problem. “What do we do about Mithanis?”

      “I can hear you,” Mithanis drawled. He remained in what might be considered a watchful position staring back the way they’d come. Or he may have just decided they weren’t worth his attention. Jasper lay a short distance away, unblinking green stare focused on the prince of night.

      “He speaks,” Saniya muttered.

      Talyn looked at Mithanis, wondering if he’d heard Saniya give her name earlier. What he thought about it if he had. Despite her confidence that he was an ally, at least for now, she wanted to be sure. “Why did you escape with us? I know you’re not a stupid man—aren’t you worried we’ll kill you and leave your body for the crows?”

      He smiled without warmth. “I just blew up a gate and at least twenty soldiers. You’re smarter than to think you can kill me in your condition.”

      It was a good point, but begged the obvious question. “Why didn’t you do that months ago when you first arrived in the camp? Why wait to try and plan an escape with Zamaril?”

      Mithanis looked away, jaw tight, and Zamaril sniggered, voice full of derision when he spoke. “It’s like I said. He’s powerful, but the spoiled prince who’s never had to do a day’s work in his life doesn’t know the first thing about navigation or fending for himself. He could have blown himself out, but he’d have been re-captured and likely killed within days.”

      Again, Mithanis said nothing, but the way he stiffened told Talyn everything she needed to know about the truth in Zamaril’s words. The prince of night was an angry, powerful man. But he wasn’t a courageous one. He’d never had to be self-sufficient in his life and probably didn’t even know where to begin now that he found himself completely alone and cut off from his friends and influence and wealth.

      “We can help each other, which makes us allies for now,” Talyn said eventually. “But you have to know that if you stay with us, I’m not letting you walk away at the end of this.”

      “I’m aware,” Mithanis said simply. “We escape clean, then you do what you need to do, and I’ll do what I need to do.”

      “Reassuring.” Sari sighed.

      “Very.” Talyn heaved a matching sigh.

      “Why didn’t Azrilan kill you?” Saniya demanded, staring at Mithanis.

      “He loves me.” Mithanis barked a contempt-filled laugh. “In some twisted way at least.”

      “Explain,” Talyn snapped when he didn’t seem to be planning on elaborating any further.

      He scowled. “In case you don’t recall, you and my other loving brother locked me away after you beat me in the duel. Next thing I know Brightwing and some hulking Firthlander warriors are dragging me out and dumping me in a heap in front of Azrilan. He demanded my allegiance, threatened to cut my wings out if I didn’t give it, then proceeded to do exactly that when I refused.”

      “That doesn’t sound like love,” Talyn said, refusing to allow herself to feel any sympathy for Mithanis.

      “He wanted me with him, at his side. But when I refused, he couldn’t bring himself to kill me. So he removed the one thing that makes me a threat to him, then tossed me away.”

      Mithanis had song magic. What he claimed might actually be true. And it might explain why Cuinn was alive too. Maybe Azrilan had hesitated in killing him and it had given the Wolves time to get him out.

      “His story tracks.” Saniya glanced at Talyn. “It’s the same thing Azrilan did to Cuinn.”

      Everything froze.

      Talyn sucked in a breath, the words slamming into her midsection like a blow, and she barely noticed as Zamaril went utterly still. “What?”

      “Azrilan demanded Cuinn swear allegiance, threatened his wings if he didn’t. Your lover gave the same response that Mithanis here did and had his wings mostly butchered before your Wolves could get him out.”

      “You said he was all right!” Talyn roared the words at her cousin, fists clenched at her sides.

      Saniya seemed to finally register the expression on Talyn and Zamaril’s faces, and her voice gentled. “He is. Jystar couldn’t save the wings, but the last time I saw Cuinn he was fully healed.”

      Cuinn had lost his wings.

      She couldn’t even begin to imagine how devastating that must be for him. She wanted to burst into tears, but that wasn’t helpful for anyone. Instead she let anger take over. Anger at Azrilan and what he’d done. She swore to herself she’d make him pay for all of it.

      “Why didn’t you just give Azrilan your allegiance and save yourself?” She rounded on Mithanis, voice coming out as a rasp as she fought to hold back her emotion. His face had gone taut with some undefinable feeling at Saniya’s revelation. Her eyes welled, and she furiously scrubbed at them, not wanting him to see.

      “The Mithranan crown is mine, Captain Dynan. Nobody else’s.”

      “What a touching sentiment,” Saniya said icily.

      A silence fell, one which Zamaril broke, his characteristic sneer firmly in place. “Ciantar, now we’ve sorted the Mithanis issue out, can I ask why we’re trusting the leader of a murderous group who tried to kill us multiple times?”

      “What are you talking about?” A dangerous note filled Mithanis’s voice.

      “Who else do you see helping you escape?” Saniya snapped before Talyn could respond and ignoring Mithanis completely. “It’s not like there’s a long line of people waiting for the opportunity. A little gratitude would be nice.”

      “Bickering can wait until we’re clear of pursuit.” Kaeri strode into the clearing and headed for the horses. “We should keep going.”

      “She’s right,” Mithanis grunted, rising to his feet and following her. “You can explain what you meant while we ride.”

      Talyn stared at him as he passed. Even though it had been her decision, and Zamaril’s suggestion, it still seemed impossible they were allied with Mithanis Acondor. The thief gave her a little shrug, then followed the others to the horses.

      “It’s a shame she’s a Venador,” Saniya said as Talyn passed. “I can already tell she’s far more sensible than you. No ridiculous sentiment, just straight practicality.”

      “Thanks,” Talyn muttered.

      “Want me to kill him?”

      Talyn paused mid-step. “No. Not yet. You saw what he did back there—we might need that again before this is done.”

      “I don’t want to agree with you.” Saniya turned away. “But I do.”

      

      They rode on and on and on. Zamaril took obvious delight in filling Mithanis in on who exactly had helped rescue him from a slave camp—the prince of night was predictably furious but seemed to realise he could do little about it—but soon conversation died. The drizzle started up again, turning the ground muddy and slippery and making their tracks far too obvious for comfort. Exhaustion set in, the opened scars in Talyn’s back tugging in pain with every movement of the horse under her.

      Kaeri’s shoulders slowly slumped, a clear sign she was beginning to struggle too. As dawn approached, Saniya slowed their pace, looking for somewhere to stop. Eventually she found a small clearing, surrounded on three sides by a rocky outcrop. Not too far in the distance, the river they’d been following rushed by, heading east.

      Zamaril dismounted first before coming over to help Kaeri out of the saddle. She scowled at the offer of assistance, but didn’t push him away, an indication she truly was hurting. Talyn swung a leg over the saddle and dropped to the mud. A hiss of pain escaped her despite her best efforts. Jasper padded over, winding around her legs as if to offer comfort.

      “How are you going?” she asked Kaeri to mask her own pain. The woman’s face was pale and drawn.

      “It hurts, but I’ll be fine.” She spoke through gritted teeth, voice weaker than the last time she’d spoken. Talyn stepped closer, studying the sling and bandage. Fresh blood seeped through, but not an alarming amount.

      “The movement on horseback isn’t helping,” Zamaril offered.

      Saniya cast a glance between Talyn and Kaeri that was almost concerned. Almost. “It’s not helping Talyn either. We don’t have a choice though.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      Both Talyn and Kaeri spoke at the same moment, then glanced at each other and smiled wearily.

      “We should get a fire going.” Mithanis spoke unexpectedly. “Heat water to clean the wounds properly and re-apply clean bandages and paste. The last thing you can afford is infection setting in.”

      Saniya rounded on him. “Since when do you care, princeling?”

      “I care very much about escaping this blasted hole of a country, and my chances of doing that drop rapidly if you all start keeling over from your injuries.” Mithanis’s temper flashed in his dark eyes. Talyn shivered.

      “We’re being tracked. If the pursuit is close enough, a fire could reveal our position,” Zamaril warned.

      “We’ll risk it,” Talyn said decidedly. She didn’t want to take any chances with Kaeri’s life. “It’s daylight. That will reduce the chances of a fire being spotted.”

      “No.” Saniya’s mouth was set in a straight line. “Even if we can’t see or hear anything, the pursuit will be closer than you realise. Neither of you are critically wounded, you can hold on till we’re clear of Montagn.”

      Kaeri gave Saniya a pleased look. Zamaril scowled at her tone.

      Talyn sided with her Wolf. “You’re not in charge here.”

      “You better believe I am,” Saniya snapped. “Who’s the one who’s done this successfully multiple times before? Who knows about being chased by Montagni soldiers better than any of you?”

      Talyn tried to put a lid on her growing temper. Yelling at Saniya would only make the woman angrier. “I respect your knowledge, Cousin, but our pace is going to be a lot flea-shitting slower if Kaeri succumbs to infection or falls off her horse from blood loss. We’ll be quick. But we’re making a fire.”

      Saniya stared. “When did I enter the upside-down world of breaking dangerous enemies out of camps and babying slave masters with barely a scratch on their shoulder?”

      “You can dispute it if you like,” Zamaril cut in, insolent look firmly in place, arms crossed over his chest. “But all three of us—prince of night included—follow what the Ciantar says.”

      Mithanis opened his mouth as if to protest this, but at a pointed look from Zamaril, he closed his mouth and glowered instead.

      Saniya’s face hardened, but she capitulated with a terse nod. “I’ll see to the horses.”

      Talyn stepped over to her Wolf, lowering her voice. “I understand your feelings towards Saniya, but she has spent the last months trying to find us, then risking her life, twice, to get us both out of that camp. Drop the attitude. We need her to get home. Am I clear?”

      He took a breath, clearly conflicted. “What happened to Prince Cuinn in that rockfall... that’s because of her. It’s hard for me to let that go.”

      “For me too. But people aren’t all one thing. And they can change.”

      “I trust you, Ciantar.”

      She softened, letting out a small sigh. “I’m glad you’re here, Zamaril.”

      He smirked. “I’m glad I’m here too.”

      She laughed.

      

      Soon they had a small fire going. Zamaril took Mithanis’s offer to fetch fresh water. Once the water heated in a small pan they’d found in one of the spare horse’s saddlebags, Zamaril pulled it off the fire, then crouched before Kaeri.

      Talyn watched, mesmerized by his steady, rhythmic movements as he thoroughly cleaned Kaeri’s shoulder before wrapping it in clean bandages and re-applying the sling.

      “You look like you know what you’re doing,” Saniya commented.

      Zamaril smiled, but there was an edge of sadness to it. “Tiercelin made sure we knew how to treat field wounds; he was always nagging us about proper procedures. It was irritating. Jystar was the same. The Stormflight brothers took their duty as our wing’s healer very seriously.”

      Jystar’s name rang in the clearing for a moment, both Talyn and Zamaril stiffening slightly. Talyn swallowed, looked at Saniya. “Jystar, did he…”

      “Yes,” Saniya said immediately. “He was amongst those that got clear of Dock City.”

      “Will she be all right?” Talyn turned her attention back to Kaeri, her courage failing her when she thought about asking more questions about the Wolves. She cursed herself for the weakness. Eventually she had to ask. The sooner the better. Zamaril shot her a look that indicated he felt the same fear.

      “Stop worrying,” Kaeri snapped.

      “The arrow went clean through, but there is risk of infection.” Zamaril finished his work and stepped away. “The sooner we get her to a winged healer, the better.”

      “Jystar will be where you’re going,” Saniya said.

      “I can wait that long.” Kaeri’s voice was sharp with irritation. “Quit coddling the slave master and take a look at Talyn’s back.”

      “Kaeri—”

      “Stop pretending you’re fine.” Kaeri barreled right through Talyn’s warning tone. “I can tell how much pain you’re in from how carefully you’re holding yourself. We both know what happened to you.”

      “Ciantar?” Zamaril looked at her, concern creeping over his face.

      Talyn glared at Kaeri for a long moment, jaw clenched.

      “Don’t be an idiot,” Sari said primly. “Let him take a look. Mithanis was right before, you won’t do anyone any good if you keel over before you get home.”

      “Fine.” She turned around and gingerly began unbuttoning her shirt, holding it to her chest for modesty but revealing her back to him.

      “Six thrices!” Zamaril sounded like he was torn between crying and throttling someone. “They did this to you?”

      “Yes.”

      She flinched as Zamaril gently touched her back. “Your scars have been bleeding. I don’t know how you stayed on a horse all day.”

      “Just clean it up as best you can. I’ll be fine.”

      He did as she bade, and Talyn gritted her teeth as he cleaned out the opened scars and then bound them gently. Once he was done, she gratefully pulled her shirt and jacket back on and sat in front of the fire.

      Her gaze fell on Mithanis. Shifted away. Went back. She huffed an annoyed sigh. “What about your back?”

      “No whipping for me,” he said morosely, biting pain in his voice. “The scars from my wing removal healed within weeks of arriving at the camp.”

      Zamaril settled beside her and Talyn leaned into him. She closed her eyes, taking warmth and comfort from the presence of such a trusted friend. She was gladder than she could ever say that he was there.

      “That’s it for the bandages and herbal paste,” he said to nobody in particular. “What I’ve done will have to hold until we make it to Acleu.”

      “It’s another two days’ hard ride,” Saniya said. “Providing our pursuers don’t catch up before then, we should be fine. We can get more supplies there.”

      “We should leave now.” Kaeri made as if to rise but Saniya stopped her with a look.

      “The horses need to drink and graze or we’ll lose them. Another full-turn at least.”

      “We should kill the fire though,” Zamaril said with a little smile for Saniya. “Mithanis, be a good prince and go fetch some water to throw on it.”

      Mithanis scowled and opened his mouth for what would no doubt be a furious retort, but when all gazes swung expectantly to him, he stood and stalked off. Saniya tipped her head in Zamaril’s direction.

      Silence fell. It was too loud, full of the questions Talyn hadn’t asked yet and the answers she was terrified to hear. She told herself to summon her courage and get it done. The anxiety and fear would only wear on her strength otherwise.

      “Saniya.” Talyn hesitated. “We need to know what happened. Everything. You said the Wolves managed to get Cuinn out of the citadel and flee Dock City. Did they have to fight their way out?”

      Her cousin turned towards them, tone brisk. “Yes. Azrilan allied himself with some Firthlander prince who’d brought a force of Bearmen with him to help Azrilan take the citadel from Cuinn. The Wolves had to fight through—”

      “Firthlander prince?” Talyn interrupted.

      “Tarcos Hadvezer.”

      The world went still. Talyn sat up, shoulders turning rigid, almost knocking Zamaril over in the process. “What are you talking about?”

      Sari said nothing, but her shock and horror rippled through Talyn’s mind.

      “I don’t know the whole story.” Saniya seemed to be making an effort to hold back her impatience. “But Hadvezer used his ships and Bearmen to help Azrilan take the Mithranan crown.” Saniya glanced up as Mithanis stalked back into the clearing and tossed a pan of water on the fire. “And when Cuinn refused to swear loyalty to Azrilan, well... I told you what happened. Your Wolves intervened and got him out of the palace and down to Dock City.”

      Horror crawled up Talyn’s throat and soured her stomach. “I brought Tarcos to Mithranar with me. I thought he was my friend, my... why would he...?” How could she have gotten it so wrong? Tarcos? It didn’t make sense.

      “As far as I understand it, Tarcos and Azrilan had an alliance. Tarcos helped Azrilan take both Montagni and Mithranan thrones, and Azrilan agreed to help Tarcos take the Twin Thrones in return,” Saniya said.

      She felt ill.

      Now that the entire puzzle was in front of her, Talyn put the pieces together in seconds. Vengeance, the Shadows and niever-flyers. There was never a Montagni invasion, only a cleverly laid trap by Firthland, by Tarcos and his Shadow, Savin. To de-stabilise Mithranar for Azrilan to step in and take over, to have them all looking at Montagn while Firthland crept into the Twin Thrones. Only by concentrating fiercely could she stop her entire body from visibly shaking. She bit her lip hard enough to draw blood.

      She’d missed it. She’d taken Tarcos as a lover and hunted Vengeance and missed what was really going on right in front of her.

      “Talyn, you can’t—”

      “Don’t,” she cut Sari off savagely. “Just don’t.”

      Zamaril spoke into the heavy silence. “How did they even know each other?”

      “Az travelled to Firthland with Tarich Swiftwing when we were younger.” Mithanis spoke unexpectedly, bitterness making his voice shake. “He would have been eighteen or so. They must have met then. Seems both my brothers have been lying and manipulating me their entire lives.”

      “You can’t seriously expect us to feel sorry for you?” Kaeri asked scornfully. “From what I know, you spent your whole life terrorising them both. You did this to yourself.”

      “You need to tell us...” Zamaril hesitated, visibly gathered himself. “The Wolves. Who made it, Saniya?”

      Talyn’s eyes squeezed shut, desperately needing to hear the answer but utterly terrified of it at the same time. The Tarcos revelation already had her raw, off balance, but part of her knew this was going to be worse. Glancing down, she became aware of Jasper lying across her feet, green eyes fixed on her face. His nose nudged her ankle, offering silent comfort.

      “I’m here,” Sari whispered.

      Saniya glanced between Talyn and Zamaril, looking uncomfortable at the depth of their emotion. “When we were fleeing the citadel, Cuinn sent Theac and Corrin to get their family and escape the blockade—he wanted them to get to the Twin Thrones for safety but also to warn the Dumnorix about Tarcos. I don’t know if they made it out. Of your other talons, Andres, Liadin and Lyra made it safely north.”

      Talyn’s indrawn breath resonated through the morning and Zamaril’s arm resting against hers turned rigid. Tears spilled down her cheeks. “Halun?” she managed.

      Saniya shook her head. “He took on several Bearmen so that Cuinn and the others could get clear. He didn’t make it. I’m sorry.”

      She couldn’t breathe. The grief was a live creature inside her, thrashing and kicking. A sob escaped her, and another one, until she was hunched over, head in her hands, mortified but unable to stop crying. Zamaril’s arm came around her and she turned to bury her head in his chest as his tears soaked the skin of her neck. They clung to each other, sobbing.

      Halun. Not Halun.

      “I’m so sorry, Talyn,” Sari whispered.

      “This is my fault.”

      “No, it’s not.” The words were like a slap, they were spoken with such force.

      “I trusted Tarcos.”

      “And Cuinn trusted Azrilan. There’s no blame in trusting someone you care about.”

      Eventually the sobs faded in intensity and she was able to wrangle them under control. Sniffing, she pulled away from Zamaril. His face was streaked with tears, but as his blue eyes met hers she saw only strength written in them. Determination. The unflagging support of a friend who would always have her back, no matter what. She nodded acknowledgement of that and he managed a little smile.

      “I will destroy Tarcos.”

      “And I will help.” Sari’s voice was as cold as hers.

      

      They set out again when Kaeri’s impatience won over Saniya’s insistence they let the horses rest. Mithanis had become even more withdrawn. Talyn guessed that the raw grief still resonating through both her and Zamaril was testing his song magic. He probably didn’t know what to do with an emotion like love, like grieving someone so much it was hard to draw breath.

      Saniya took the lead again, with Talyn behind, burying her pain in rage, using the heat of it to stay in the saddle despite exhaustion. Zamaril and Mithanis brought up the rear. The terrain was rough, and most of the time the best they could do was keep the horses at a fast walk. By nightfall, the exhausted animals were stumbling with nearly every step, and it was clear Kaeri was struggling with the pain in her shoulder.

      Saniya called a halt in another sheltered clearing, and there was no fire this time as they huddled together out of the stiff breeze.

      “They’ll have picked up our trail by now.” Kaeri sat hunched over, face deathly pale in the faint moonlight. “And there will be Berserkers and soldiers from every barracks between our camp and the east coast out searching for us.”

      “I wish we could work out how close they are,” Talyn said.

      Kaeri shook her head. “Birds fly faster than we’ve been moving. They could be ahead of us by now. We have to hope they haven’t guessed where we’re heading.”

      “How long to Acleu?” Zamaril asked Saniya.

      “Another day at least. The forest clears up soon—there is a lot of farming land between us and the port. That means we’ll be able to move faster, but we’ll also be more visible.”

      “You don’t think we’ll make it to Acleu without being spotted.” Talyn heard it in her cousin’s voice.

      “We’ve never hit a camp so openly before. The Montagni will be furious, and they won’t let something like that go. Even if they don’t know exactly where we’re going, the terrain between here and Acleu will be crawling with soldiers and Berserkers.”

      Talyn thought about that for a moment. “What if we don’t go to Acleu, veer north instead? Try and find passage from a smaller port on the coast.”

      “There isn’t one. Three days’ ride north of Acleu, the mountains start. The only harbour between is Mandau. It’s primarily a fishing village and it’s small. We’ll be noticed the moment we step foot there, and there’s a Berserker barracks on the north side of the town.” Saniya ran a hand through her hair. “I have a contact there, but we wouldn’t reach him before getting caught, and we’d blow his identity in the process.”

      Kaeri huffed in annoyance. “You shouldn’t have come back for us, Talyn.”

      “Well, she did, so how about showing a little gratitude,” Saniya snapped.

      Surprisingly, Kaeri smiled. “Fair point. I’m hurting and grouchy because of it. And like you, Saniya, I know how the Montagni operate. I know how small our chances of getting out of this place are.”

      Talyn expected a snarky comment along the lines of Kaeri being one of the people now hunting them, but Saniya accepted her comment with a little nod.

      “You’re planning on leaving Montagn with us?” Mithanis enquired of Kaeri, speaking for the first time. He looked menacing in the firelight with his pale skin and dark eyes, but the words were oddly mild.

      “As a slave, there is nowhere safe for me here now,” Kaeri said. There was bitterness in her words, as much as she tried to hide it.

      “We should get some rest.” Saniya stood and wrapped her thin blanket around herself. “I’ll take first watch, Mithanis you’re next. Zamaril after that. Five full-turns and we’re on the move again.”

      “I’m not sleeping while the prince of night is on watch,” Zamaril grumbled.

      Talyn couldn’t help but agree.

      “And I’m not a fragile flower,” Kaeri added. “I’ll take Mithanis’s watch.”

      Mithanis gave them all a scornful look, and wrapped himself in a blanket before closing his eyes. “Suits me just fine.”

      Talyn curled up on the ground, trying to get comfortable and failing, before closing her eyes. Her body shivered with cold, but just as she’d decided there was no way she’d be able to sleep, a warm body pressed against hers.

      Jasper.

      Once again swallowing back tears, Talyn turned towards the tawncat, one hand reaching out to press gently against his side.

      And then she slept.

      

      “Nooooooooooooooooo!” Talyn came awake screaming, horror gripping her down to her very bones. Her body was stiff with cold, the blanket half-off. Jasper was gone.

      “Talyn!” Kaeri called out to her, but Zamaril reached her first, closing a palm over her mouth.

      “Shush,” he murmured in her ear. “You’re fine, you’re safe.”

      She shoved him off, unable to bear the feeling of being held down. She couldn’t even remember what the nightmare had been about, she just knew she had to get free, to escape, to not be where she was.

      “Keep her quiet!” Saniya hissed.

      A moment later magic wrapped around her emotions, a soothing calm, trying to draw away her panic. Revulsion surged through her as she instantly recognised its source.

      “Stay away from me!” Talyn launched herself at Mithanis, crashing into him and sending them both rolling over the ground. Zamaril’s arms wrapped around her, pulling her off, while Saniya stepped into the space between them.

      “Do you want to call down any searcher in the area on us?” she demanded.

      “I was just trying to help.” Mithanis spat blood from a newly split lip.

      “Keep your magic away from me.” Talyn had calmed enough to keep her voice low, even though it shook with anger. “Do you hear me? Never touch me again.”

      “Fine.” Mithanis lifted his hands in the air in scornful surrender.

      “Where’s Jasper?” Talyn asked.

      “Gone hunting,” Zamaril said. “Or scouting our back trail. The tawncat is creepily intelligent.”

      Kaeri appeared at her shoulder. “Nightmare?”

      Talyn looked away. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. Just get back to sleep.” Saniya strode back to her blankets. “You go near her again, prince of night, and I’ll skewer you myself.”

      Talyn didn’t stop shaking for hours. She certainly didn’t sleep again.

      And in the full-turn before dawn, when Zamaril roused them to start moving, a dog howled in the distance.

      The pursuit had found them.
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      Jasper reappeared as the morning sun rose toward the centre of the sky, dried blood spattering his muzzle and paws. The howls and barking of the tracking dogs had been growing closer and closer before stopping suddenly a half-turn earlier—it seemed Jasper had found them.

      “Now they’re on us, they’ll still be able to follow our tracks in this muddy ground,” Saniya said tersely. “And they’ll be on fresh horses. We need to move faster.”

      But the horses were floundering, and they couldn’t get more than a brief canter out of them before they sagged back to a trot and then a fast walk. By mid-morning, the trees began to thin, and then a quarter-turn later ended completely.

      Rolling farmland spread away to the north and east. Workers dotted the fields. A wide road snaked down from the north until hitting a crossroads where several buildings sat. More roads diverged from it.

      “From here to Acleu it’s a ride of two full-turns at a gallop. At least three full-turns at a pace these horses can manage. And villages or towns everywhere,” Saniya said.

      “I don’t like it, Sari.” It was too open. They’d be horribly vulnerable on their weary horses.

      “Neither do I.”

      “Not to mention barracks,” Kaeri added. “By now the soldiers in Acleu would have been warned to look out for our arrival. We’ll be stuck between them and the soldiers behind us. We should veer north, away from Acleu. Bide our time, come back when the search dies down.”

      “We have no healing supplies left and limited food. When they don’t find us, they’ll increase the search zone, not reduce it. We might stay ahead of them for a while, but then what?” Zamaril shook his head. “We need to get out now, or we never will.”

      “He’s right,” Mithanis said. “We have to go now.”

      Saniya looked over at Talyn. “There might be another way.”

      “Tell us.”

      “This forest stretches south for several miles, then curves around and back up the coastline, almost to the southern edge of Acleu. It’ll add at least a half day to our journey, but it forces our pursuit to move as slowly as us.”

      “Adding a half day to our journey also increases the chances they catch up to us,” Zamaril pointed out.

      Saniya nodded. “But it’s also the path they’ll least expect us to take. And we’ll be hidden within thick forest.”

      “I know the route you’re talking about, and we’ll be lucky if it only adds a half day to our journey. The forest runs a good distance south before curving back up towards Acleu.” Kaeri sounded uncertain. “But I don’t think we’ll make it if we take the direct route. Even staying off the roads.”

      “How are we getting into Acleu?” Talyn asked. “I assume there will be soldiers posted on the main entries?”

      “We have to expect that, yes. But I can sneak us into Acleu without going through the main gates—it’s the access we always use, and it’s through the south city wall,” Saniya said.

      “Then we keep to the forest,” Talyn said decidedly.

      “Do you have a plan for when we’re inside the city? Because they will hunt the streets for us. Our soldiers are disciplined, methodical and determined,” Kaeri pushed. “We won’t be able to hide long in Acleu.”

      “We won’t need to. We’ll be out and across the channel within a day or two,” Saniya assured her.

      Talyn glanced back, her hearing catching on something. She could see nothing through the unending line of trees, but in the faint distance the thud of hoofbeats was just audible.

      “And if we can’t sneak in unnoticed?” Zamaril asked the obvious question.

      “Then we fight our way in and lose them in the streets. We’ll have a fighting chance once we’re in. My people will be waiting for us and they’ll help.” Saniya glanced up again. “It’s going to be dark in a full-turn or so. That will help too.”

      

      Darkness settled over the forest, and with it a steadily increasing tension. Every step the horses took south was a step further away from Acleu, another layer of anxiety to add to the tension.

      It only relaxed slightly once they were finally able to veer east. The closer they came to Acleu, the louder the sounds of pursuit behind them grew. When the moon appeared briefly from behind a cloud, Talyn could just make out the glitter of moonlight on dark ocean through a gap in the trees to their right.

      They’d crossed a main road leading to the port city a full-turn earlier, creeping across with their horses one by one in between passing traffic.

      “That road is the quickest way in, but they’ll be watching it,” Saniya explained in an undertone while she and Talyn waited for the others to cross first. “They might have lookouts on the walls too, which is why I want to follow the coastline in—it’s forest all the way.”

      “Won’t watchers on the walls still spot us once we break the tree line?”

      Saniya shook her head. “The southern edge of the city is the slums—the wall there is crumbling and broken in several places and parts of it are patched up with rotting wood. Patrols are sporadic. My people will be watching the entry and waiting to get us through to a safehouse. We’ll hunker down there, wait for the search to move on, then we’ll head for the docks and get on a boat.”

      It sounded simple. Well-practiced. And Saniya’s team were experienced. But Talyn worried anyway.

      The sound of galloping hoofbeats grew to a steady rumble behind them—Talyn guessed at least thirty riders by the level of noise, maybe more. That was a lot more than she’d hoped for. More than she and Mithanis could deal with given how weary and hungry they both were.

      A wind whipped up from the north, bringing with it the salty smell of the ocean mixed with the less desirable smells of a packed and poor living area—the slums of Acleu. Hope stirred in her chest. Maybe they would make it.

      All of them were constantly glancing back now, even Jasper. Tension hummed in the air, anxiety filling the empty spaces, compounding the emotion. Talyn’s horse stumbled in the darkness, almost going down. The sound of approaching riders grew louder.

      “Nearly there,” Saniya said tersely.

      Less than a minute later, excited cries broke out behind them, frighteningly close. A glance back showed riders visible through the darkness—the fastest of their pursuers. They’d been spotted.

      Talyn swore under her breath, digging her heels into her horse’s side, trying to urge him into a final gallop.

      And then they broke out of the trees. A stretch of flat, grassy ground stood between them and the southern wall of Acleu.

      Their horses were lathered in sweat, chests heaving, barely able to manage a canter despite their riders’ urging. Saniya steered her horse to the right, heading towards a section of stone wall. It wasn’t until they were much closer that Talyn made out a wooden plank set in a narrow gap between two crumbling sections of wall. It had been painted the same grey colour as the stone, and was barely noticeable. Talyn had no idea how Saniya had even seen the gate in the dim light.

      The excited shouts behind them grew louder and riders boiled out of the trees in pursuit, eagerly spurring their mounts on. Arrows whistled through the night air towards them.

      Talyn swore, spun, lifted her hand and summoned her bright sapphire Callanan shield. It leapt into existence between the arrows and Zamaril’s lagging horse. Arrows rained down into it and she grunted, slumping with the effort of keeping such a large shield aloft.

      “Drop it!” Mithanis bellowed.

      He was turned on his horse too, one hand holding white-knuckled to his pommel, the other raised and wreathed in black light. Talyn dropped the shield, waited until Mithanis had sent three bursts of warrior magic at the pursuers, then raised it again.

      Saniya’s horse reached the gate first. She reined in, kicked out with her foot to send the gate slamming open, then urged the exhausted animal through. Kaeri went through after, glancing back to gauge where the others were.

      Talyn’s chest heaved as she reined in by the gate. What seemed to be a full unit of mounted cavalry bore down on them—Mithanis and Zamaril were barely ahead. The lead riders had replaced bows with drawn swords, and she dropped her shield.

      “Go!” Zamaril bellowed at her. “GO!”

      She kicked her horse into reluctant movement, urging him through the narrow gap, knowing she had to get clear so Zamaril and Mithanis could come through behind her.

      Her horse stumbled into a narrow alleyway lined with brick buildings. The alley widened just past the gate, wide enough to bring her horse up beside Kaeri. Saniya waited just ahead. Several hundred meters away, another street crossed the end of the alley, but it was equally dark, so not a main thoroughfare. All three of them turned back to watch the narrow opening in the wall. By tacit agreement they refused to move until Mithanis and Zamaril made it safely through.

      The stench of sewerage mixed with seaweed hung thick in the alley. Talyn coughed and switched to breathing through her mouth. Shouts and hoofbeats filled the night air, the ground rumbling under their feet.

      Moments later, Zamaril and Mithanis clattered through the gate. The prince of night tried to kick it shut behind them, but it was slammed back open by the first Montagni through.

      Shit.

      An axe cracked into wood, splintering the makeshift wooden wall around the gate so that more riders could get through.

      “Talyn, come on!” Saniya shouted, urging her horse forward.

      She hesitated, breath catching as the lead Montagni swung his sword at Zamaril’s head. The thief ducked. An arrow whistled from beyond the gate, thudding into the wall near Mithanis’s arm.

      Talyn waited until Zamaril reached her, then dug her heels in to force her floundering horse after Saniya. They needed to get clear of the archers, lose the horses in the street. They...

      A strangled cry sounded behind.

      Talyn spun back, eyes widening as the lead Montagni fell backwards out of the saddle, an arrow embedded in his throat. More arrows fired in quick succession and took down the three riders behind him. She looked up, where a hooded archer perched on the nearest roof, firing in an unbelievably quick rhythm.

      Another hooded figure dropped from the opposite roof, landing right beside Talyn’s horse and flashing her a bright grin. “Time to move on foot. Let the horses clog up the alley.”

      Talyn stared, unbelieving. She’d know that voice anywhere. “Levs!”

      The Callanan warrior stared back, astonishment widening her eyes an almost comical amount.

      Leviana was the first to regain her senses. “Talyn.” Leviana reached up, squeezed her hand. “You have no idea how good it is to see you, friend, but no time for chatter. Let’s move.”

      Reason reasserted itself. “Kaeri, go, you first,” she ordered, ducking as a stray arrow whistled through the air.

      At the tone of her voice, Kaeri didn’t argue.

      Zamaril was already dismounting. “Is that Cynia up there on the roof?” he asked.

      Leviana nodded. “She’ll keep them at bay till I get you clear.”

      “You were waiting for us.” Talyn smothered a wince as she dropped to the ground and they began moving. Ahead, Saniya was dismounting too.

      “It’s a long story, but we’ve been working with the Shadowhawk’s network here in Acleu. Word came from one of their contacts that some escaped slaves were coming this way and might have half the army on their heels.” Leviana reached Saniya, looked at her. “Who are you?”

      “Saniya. That’s my people you’re talking about.” Saniya sounded snappish.

      “Colm’s one of yours?” Leviana waited for the nod. “All right, get out of here. They’ve got the Lister Street safehouse set up and waiting—you know where it is. I’m going to join Cynia. We’ll lead them a merry chase away from Lister Street then double back to meet you there.”

      Saniya moved off without another word, turning left onto the street ahead. Zamaril, Mithanis and Kaeri followed. Talyn stopped Leviana, drawing her into a brief hug. “Thank you.”

      Leviana hugged her back fiercely. “I had no idea it was you. You okay, Tal?”

      She nodded. “I will be.”

      And she would. She was free. She had her friends with her now.

      And soon she’d see Cuinn and her Wolves.
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      They reached the safehouse within a quarter-turn. Several blocks from where they’d left their pursuers, it was in a quiet, rundown area. A baby cried nearby and chickens clucked in the neighbour’s tiny yard. Saniya lingered briefly out front to speak with Colm and Tari while Talyn and the others headed inside.

      Talyn dropped into a chair, a gasp of pain escaping her. The journey had taken six days and all of them were exhausted, hungry and hurting.

      Mithanis took one look at the sleeping pallets and blankets on the floor and went straight over to drop onto one. Zamaril shared a look with Talyn and then walked over to keep a close eye on the prince of night.

      “Get some sleep,” Saniya said as she entered and closed the door. “You’ll be safe—Colm and Tari will warn us if the search for you gets too close. There are food supplies in the next room when you wake, and I’ll get more healing supplies here as soon as I can.”

      Talyn stared for a moment. After so long running and hiding, it was strange to suddenly be able to relax. “Are you sure?”

      Saniya smiled suddenly, her whole face lighting up. “That look right there. The one slaves get when we tell them they’re safe. That’s why I do this.”

      “I’m sorry Savin twisted that,” Talyn said quietly.

      “I let him do it, because I was angry and felt hopeless. The blame is mine, and I accept it.” Guilt and bitterness warred in her eyes. “Now rest, please. I need you strong for when it comes time to leave.”

      “She’s an interesting person,” Kaeri murmured as she and Talyn curled up beside each other as far from Mithanis they could get, Jasper on Talyn’s other side. “She’s impressively practical and tough, doesn’t take nonsense from anyone. But she uses those attributes to help slaves, of all things.”

      “You think there’s something wrong with that?” Talyn asked, an edge to her voice.

      “It’s not that. I just... I never thought about slaves as needing help.”

      “Until you became one?” Talyn didn’t want to be angry at her friend, but that level of ignorance was astounding.

      Kaeri didn’t answer. She turned away and closed her eyes. Soon her breathing sounded the regular rhythm of sleep.

      Talyn closed her eyes, reached out to press her hand against Jasper’s side, and joined Kaeri in sleep.

      

      Feeling marginally better when she woke, she looked for Zamaril. He was nearby, sitting with his back against the wall, keeping an eye on her. Kaeri and Mithanis slept on. Jasper too.

      “Did you sleep?” she whispered.

      “A half-turn or so, that’s all I needed. You’ve been out for two full-turns.” He answered her next question before she had to ask it. He glanced over at Mithanis, mouth tightening. “He slept the whole time too.”

      “We can’t take him back with us.” Talyn kept her voice low in case the prince of night was faking sleep.

      “I...” Zamaril made a frustrated noise. “Maybe we should.”

      “Take a murderous heir to the throne back to Mithranar? How is that a good idea?”

      “What if he’s not?”

      “What?” Her tired thoughts were easily confused.

      “He’s angry all the time, and he’s obsessed with being king... and he ordered the execution of Falcons for treason.” Zamaril winced as the words came out, presumably hearing how they sounded. “But is he a murderer? We’ve assumed it all this time, but who do you really think killed Raya or set off the explosion in our barracks?”

      “I think it doesn’t matter,” Talyn said wearily. “I think he remains a threat to Cuinn, and we’re fools if we take him back with us.”

      “Maybe we could use him. He hates Azrilan as much as we do.”

      “He might have a point,” Sari murmured.

      “I doubt it.”

      The front door opened, and Talyn clambered gingerly to her feet when Leviana and Cynia walked through, both their faces creasing into grins when they saw her.

      “You have no idea how good it is to see you.” She hugged Cynia fiercely. “Thank you for saving us back there.”

      “Tal, to see your face back in that alley... it was beyond surprising. We’ve been worried sick.” Leviana sounded tired, some of her usual ebullience gone.

      “I barely believed it when Levs told me.” Cynia squeezed her hand. “We feared the worst.”

      “Your face... they made you a slave?” Leviana’s eyes turned dark with smoldering fury. “The Dumnorix are going to raze Montagn to the ground.”

      Talyn smiled gently. “The tattoo doesn’t bother me, not at all.”

      “What happened, Tal?” Cynia searched her face, clearly still worried and upset.

      “I’m sorry. It’s a long tale to tell, probably best for once we’re safely out of here and have the time,” Talyn said. It was an excuse, a stalling tactic. She didn’t have the strength to go through it right now. “What are you both doing in Acleu?”

      “Another long tale to tell.” The partners shared a glance. “But one you should hear now.”

      Glancing at Mithanis’s sleeping form, Talyn gestured towards the other room. They filed in there, Zamaril too, and closed the adjoining door, leaving only a narrow gap through which they could keep an eye on the prince of night. This room had supplies stacked haphazardly along the far wall, and Zamaril immediately began foraging.

      Talyn settled with her friends and Zamaril joined them shortly after, handing out cheese, bread and a flagon of water. They both dove in hungrily while the Callanan told their tale.

      “Cuinn’s in the Twin Thrones, that’s the first thing you should know,” Cynia said bluntly.

      Talyn stilled in shock. “He’s what?”

      “We saw him with our own eyes.” Cynia shared a glance with her partner. “It was his idea to send us here with a small group of Callanan warriors.”

      “To provide early warning of Montagni naval ships departing south towards the Twin Thrones,” Leviana added.

      “The first lot of six ships set out just under a month ago. Two days back we got word that they were destroyed by SkyRiders,” Cynia finished.

      “That’s a smart move,” Talyn said, thinking quickly. “But it won’t work forever. Azrilan will work out you’re here and—”

      “Already happening. This city is crawling with Armun and Shadows—two Callanan were killed last week along with three members of the Shadowhawk network, which has merged with Vengeance. Saniya told you about that?” Leviana paused, and Talyn nodded. “They’re good, Tal. Really good. We wouldn’t have gotten half the information we have without them.”

      Talyn shook her head, trying to process all of that. Cuinn was in the Twin Thrones? Bitter disappointment filled her at the realisation he wasn’t in the SkyReach with her Wolves. But she pushed that aside—he was clearly helping her family in some way. But why had he gone there?

      Cynia’s next words drew her back to the present. “We’re seeing troop buildups outside the city—I was out scouting the other day and watched rows and rows of soldiers marching into a temporary camp. Wilin and Tapper are in Darinoue and they report the same. We suspect the new ahara is planning on sending a larger fleet next time… one big enough to overwhelm any defence the Twin Thrones tries to put up.”

      “Not to mention we’re hearing whispers that Tarcos has agreed to send some of his niever-flyers to help protect the next war fleet,” Leviana said.

      Talyn lifted a hand to her forehead, rubbed absently at the ache building there. “If that’s what eventuates, you can do some damage before the ships leave port, right?”

      “You bet. That kind of war fleet will take weeks to prepare—some of the ships are still being built, we think, so we have time to plan,” Leviana said enthusiastically.

      “It won’t be easy. You know how good the Armun are, Tal. We have to keep moving around to avoid being caught, and once they catch our trail, those Shadows are damned hard to lose,” Cynia pointed out. “Levs and I almost got cornered by one last week.”

      Talyn nodded. “How have you been getting messages south? Birds?”

      “Mostly,” Leviana said. “But doing it that way is risky—we have no way of verifying whether the birds reach Port Lachley safely, not to mention we don’t have an infinite supply. When we can, we sneak someone onto a merchant ship heading south—there’s still a little bit of trade but it’s drying up—and then the First Blade tries to get someone on a ship back. It’s not perfect.”

      “Can you get a message to Cuinn and my family that I’m alive?” she asked.

      Leviana smiled, reached across to wrap an arm around her shoulder. “Absolutely. If it’s possible to be even more worried and heartsick than Cynia and I were, then that’s how to describe your family.”

      She bit her lip. “And Cuinn was okay?”

      The partners shared a glance and it was Cynia who answered, gently, “You know he lost his wings?”

      Talyn nodded, unable to say anything around the lump in her throat.

      “He was clearly badly shaken by what had happened, and probably finding it hard to put one foot in front of the other, but he was upright and clear-headed.” Cynia shared another look with her partner. “There’s something else you should know. He was attacked by a Shadow—Azrilan has apparently sent a group of them hunting Cuinn. Calls them his hounds. Another lovely gift from Tarcos.”

      A cold shudder swept through Talyn, and not just because of the stark danger Cuinn was in. “Tarcos has given him so much. There’s no way Azrilan backs out of this war.”

      “No,” Cynia said quietly.

      Leviana straightened suddenly, excitement in her brown eyes. “I’m so sorry, Tal, we should have told you straight up—Corrin and Theac and their family were there too, safe and sound. Cuinn sent Corrin back to Mithranar, but Theac stayed with him. And we’ve had word that Corrin made it to Darmour safely.”

      Talyn and Zamaril looked at each other, Zamaril’s pale blue eyes shining. He bit his lip, turned away. She reached out to squeeze his arm.

      Thank everything. Theac and Corrin were okay. She could breathe.

      “What were Cuinn’s plans?” she asked her friends.

      “We don’t know. He wouldn’t tell us—he figured the fewer people who knew, the better, given the Armun on his tail,” Cynia said, then glanced at Leviana. “But we suspect it has something to do with his… connection… to your family.”

      Talyn frowned. Had he gone to her family for protection, hoping they’d see it as their obligation? No, Cuinn wasn’t the type to hide out somewhere while Mithranar was in danger. He’d gone there for a reason. She wondered… Her heart thudded.

      Did he have it in him? Of course he did, though he might not realise it himself.

      “What am I missing?” Zamaril asked, eyes narrowing in suspicion.

      The front door creaked open and then closed, saving Talyn from figuring out how to answer. A moment later the interior door opened and Saniya ducked her head in before pushing it open. In the room beyond, the sound had woken Kaeri and Mithanis, and they pushed off their blankets, looking expectantly at Talyn and Saniya.

      Talyn gathered some of the bread and cheese she and Zamaril hadn’t eaten and carried it through to the others.

      “Everything is ready—your boat is being prepared as we speak,” Saniya explained. She placed a leather satchel on the nearby table and began unpacking bandages and small jars of ointment and paste. “Even better, soldiers are searching the city for us, but it doesn’t seem like they have any idea where we are.”

      Zamaril immediately took some of the supplies and gestured to Talyn’s back. Making sure she was out of the Callanan’s eyeline, she lifted her shirt so he could work on her scars. “When do we leave?”

      “At dawn.” Saniya glanced between Talyn and Kaeri. “That’s when the fishing boats leave, and Toscal can hide amongst them. Make sure you tend those wounds properly. We need you up for a solid hike once we reach the Mithranan coast.”

      “What’s wrong with you?” Leviana asked, gaze fierce on Talyn’s.

      “I’m fine. Just an old injury that opened up in the escape.” She dismissed her friend’s concern.

      “Sure,” Cynia said, clearly not believing a word. “Saniya, we’ll be going with you. I assume you can make room?”

      “You can’t,” Saniya said flatly. “The work you’re doing here is too valuable for you to leave, especially now the Armun are hunting us. My people are good, but they need your protection to be able to operate. I’ll make sure Talyn stays safe.”

      “There are six other warrior pairs in Montagn, and Talyn is a Dumnorix who has been gone for months. We’re not letting her out of our sight,” Cynia said cheerfully. “So we’ll be coming with you.”

      Talyn opened her mouth. “I don’t really need you to—”

      Leviana speared her with a look. “Talyn, sometimes I think you imagine you’re the only one who lost Sari. Cynia and I have no intention of losing another dear friend, especially when we’ve been frantically worried about you for months and feared we had lost you.”

      Mithanis snorted in disgust and turned his attention back to his food. Saniya and Kaeri shared rolled eyes. Zamaril smiled to himself, gathering up bandages and paste and moving over to look at Kaeri’s shoulder.

      Trying not to wince, Talyn stepped closer to her friends, lowering her voice. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be so cavalier. But Saniya says what she means. If she says your work here is invaluable, then you have to stay. I love you both, but I’m going back to my Wolves. I’ll be safe with them.”

      Cynia glanced at her partner. “Do we really want to trust Durran and Teer with sabotaging a Montagni war fleet?”

      Leviana shuddered. “No. But I don’t want to leave Tal again either.”

      “We do what we have to,” Talyn said quietly. “And we’ll see each other again, I promise.”

      “Not to mention being able to keep in regular contact via our network,” Saniya pointed out in irritation.

      “Cheer up, Levs.” Cynia nudged her partner with a smile. “You didn’t really want to miss out on the opportunity to sabotage a bunch of stuff, did you?”

      Saniya cleared her throat, looked at the Callanan. “Will you two go on ahead and make sure no surprises are waiting for us at the usual spot on the docks? We’ll be right behind.”

      Leviana and Cynia nodded, winked at Talyn, and slipped out the door.

      “What are you going to do about him?” Saniya jerked a thumb at Mithanis.

      Talyn glanced at Zamaril, then went over to stand before the prince of night. The thief followed, hovering protectively at her shoulder. Mithanis’s jaw tightened as he glanced between them. “What?”

      “You’ve got two choices,” she said calmly. “One, you leave us now, and try to survive on the streets of Acleu while Armun, Shadows and Berserkers hunt you. I won’t ask the Callanan to help or protect you, and I wouldn’t count on Saniya’s people doing it either. Still, I will let you walk if that’s your choice.”

      “And my second choice?” he snarled.

      “We take you to Mithranar with us, and you go back to being a prisoner. We’ll keep you comfortable, and we won’t touch you, but you’ll be locked up.”

      Fury tightened his features to the murderous expression of the dangerous man she remembered. “Until?”

      “Until Cuinn decides what to do with you. As was always the plan.”

      “That’s all you offer, after I helped you escape that camp, helped save your life?” he snarled.

      “That’s all I offer the man who executed innocent Falcons and treated the humans of Mithranar like they were nothing more than dirt under his shoe,” she said coolly. “You should count yourself lucky. I could do a lot worse.”

      His entire body tensed as he clearly wrestled with what was the best choice, his pride struggling to accept it. “Then I go back to being a prisoner,” he said eventually, gritting the words out.

      She hunkered down, meeting his dark eyes. “Let me be clear on something, Mithanis. I saw your power back at the camp. I know you could use it to try and break free once we reach Mithranar. But if you harm a single Wolf, I will kill you this time. Don’t doubt me on that.”

      He sneered, but didn’t protest. She was sure his song magic read the honesty of her words.

      “Don’t worry.” Talyn flashed a smile as she stood up. “We won’t make you chop wood and live in a muddy hut.”

      He didn’t look appeased.

      

      Despite the constant pain tugging at her body and the weariness sucking every bit of strength from her, anticipation began curling in Talyn as Saniya took them through the slums and out to the docks.

      She was almost off Montagni soil.

      Almost home.

      Her eyes closed at the thought, and she staggered a step. Zamaril reached out a hand to steady her. She ignored his concerned glance and focused on the path ahead.

      Several times on the way they had to stop suddenly, or duck into a dark alley while a patrolling unit of soldiers marched by. They were everywhere, but Saniya and her people knew the back streets better than they did.

      When they reached the docks, the Callanan appeared from the shadows to report all was quiet. A mid-sized fishing boat rocked gently at anchor, one of several moored along the jetty, nothing remarkable about it at all.

      A thin, rangy man with a scraggly beard jumped across to the wooden boards and leaned down to work the knots on the ropes mooring his boat, but he didn’t say much apart from a quick exchange of words with Saniya. Or maybe it was just Leviana’s fierce glare that kept him quiet. Or Jasper’s soft snarl when he stepped too close to Talyn.

      She assumed it was Toscal, the man sailing them to Mithranar.

      Talyn was the last to board, lingering to hug both Callanan fiercely. “You both be safe, you hear me?”

      “It’s those Montagni ships and crew that have to worry, not us.” Leviana grinned. “We’ll see you soon, Tal.”

      “I’ll make sure of it,” she promised, then stepped onto the boat.

      Leviana waved madly until they drifted out of sight.

      They moved slowly through the port, Toscal joining the myriad other fishing boats heading out to sea to fish for the day’s catch. Once they were out on open ocean, he unfurled his second and third sails and a stiff breeze filled them with a snap.

      The boat listed sharply as it hit a swell, and Talyn’s back tugged painfully when she reached out to brace herself against the railing. She swore under her breath.

      “I’m never going to be whole again,” she confided to Sari, saying the words for the first time.

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I’m warrior born, Sari. It’s everything I am. If I can’t fight anymore...”

      “I’ll never believe that, Talyn. Right now you’re exhausted, heartsick and in pain. But you’re going home. Jystar will do wonders for you. You’re going to be fine.”

      “What will I do if I’m not?”

      “You will.”

      Talyn wished she could believe her partner.
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      Talyn woke from a restless sleep when Toscal called out softly. Dawn had come and gone, but a thick mist surrounded them, making it impossible to see anything further than a stone’s throw away. The water was calm, the sails of the fishing vessel barely filled. Jasper lay across her legs, his unblinking stare on Mithanis.

      “We’re almost there,” Saniya murmured.

      At the opposite end of the boat, Mithanis shifted too, dark eyes scanning the mist as if he could penetrate it to see what was ahead. Wingless, gaunt, and with the lingering pallor to his skin from his time as a slave, the prince of night looked nothing like the darkly beautiful winged man he’d once been. But Talyn sometimes thought she saw the same longing in his eyes that had been tugging at her the closer they came to Mithranar.

      She pushed away the empathy before it could take hold. Mithanis Acondor was not a man to feel sorry for.

      Zamaril and Kaeri were awake too, watching the water as it lapped against the hull. Talyn sat up, ignoring her stiffness—easy given the excitement that was uncurling in her stomach.

      “Colm sent word on ahead.” Saniya offered a hand to help Talyn to her feet. “Your Wolves will be waiting for you.”

      “Where exactly will we be making landfall?” Zamaril asked.

      “Right where the coastal road north hits the Ice Plains. There’s a small jetty there used sporadically to deliver supplies to the waystations along the road. It’s proved useful for us too.”

      “The Wolves are hiding in the mountains?” Talyn asked. She hadn’t asked too many questions before now, satisfied just to know they’d escaped Dock City and were safe.

      “I don’t know exactly,” Saniya said. “The exact location is kept a strict secret from any but those who need to go there. All my people in Acleu were told is that we should head for the jetty and we’d be met there.”

      Good. Talyn’s shoulders relaxed slightly. Since Tarcos had clearly left Shadows and Armun behind to help Azrilan, they were no doubt being used to track down any resistance to his rule. It had been worrying at her ever since she’d learned the Wolves had fled into hiding.

      “You said Windsong organised the hiding place?” Zamaril queried.

      Saniya nodded. “That’s what I was told.”

      “Is there a problem?” Talyn could always tell when something was gnawing at her thief.

      “Something about him…” Zamaril frowned. “I feel like I’ve seen Windsong before, but I just can’t place it.”

      “Before what?”

      “Before he took over as flight-leader after Iceflight’s murder.”

      “That’s impossible.” Talyn frowned. “He was stationed in the Summer Palace for well over a decade before Mithanis brought him back to take over for Iceflight.”

      “I know, and I’d never left Dock City before becoming a Wolf.” Zamaril’s frown deepened. “But there’s something nagging—”

      A sound came from Mithanis, dragging Talyn’s attention away from Zamaril. His shoulders were stiff as he stared ahead to where the mist was beginning to clear, revealing what lay beyond.

      Talyn sucked in a breath at the sight of mountains rearing high above—much closer than she’d imagined despite Toscal’s warning that they were close to shore. Warmth began unfolding in her chest, spreading through her and dispelling any pain or stiffness.

      Home.

      She shifted her gaze downwards, searching the rugged shoreline until she spotted the ramshackle jetty poking out from a pebbled shore.

      A handful of figures stood at the end of it, with more waiting back on the shoreline, their white and grey clothing blending seamlessly with their surroundings. Around them was nothing but rocks and ocean and the occasional gull soaring the thermals.

      It took a moment for them to notice the boat through the lifting fog, but the moment they did, flashes of emerald and sky blue caught the morning light as two winged folk leapt into the air.

      Moments later and Liadin was dropping into the boat, heedless of how he made it rock or how his outstretched wings almost sent Saniya flying over the side. Lyra was only a heartbeat behind him, equally uncaring of Toscal’s shout of annoyance. Jasper yowled in protest.

      “Ciantar,” Liadin breathed.

      They stared at each other. The talons’ gazes flicked to the tattoo on Talyn’s cheek, then back to her eyes. For a long moment Talyn didn’t know what to say. Gladness rushed up from the depths of her soul. Words. She needed words. Finally she found some, though she had to clear her throat before she could speak. “You have no idea how good it is to see you both.”

      Eyes shining, they bowed abruptly, wings half-furled, while Kaeri and Saniya scrambled out of the way, cursing. Zamaril lightly stepped around them both and slapped Lyra in the shoulder while slinging an arm around Liadin. “I’ve missed you!”

      “Zamaril.” Liadin hugged him back, beaming, half his attention still on Talyn.

      Lyra’s eyes were bright as a summer sky. “Can we take you in?” Her wings flared as she stepped forward eagerly. All four Wolves had forgotten everyone else on the boat.

      “Please!” Talyn stepped into the woman’s arms without hesitation, desperate to get off the boat and be back on land. With a few strong wing beats Lyra soared into the air. Talyn craned her head back to see Zamaril firmly in Liadin’s grip. Toscal returned to steering the boat, bringing it towards the jetty.

      Lyra flew with dizzying speed, dropping out of the air and landing gracefully, jolting Talyn’s back in the process.

      She barely noticed.

      Because Corrin was standing there, his face so much older, more harrowed, than she remembered. But his green eyes were clear and he radiated a calm assurance she’d only ever seen glimpses of before.

      They stilled, staring at each other.

      Until Zamaril broke the moment. He burst forward, past Talyn, and ran to throw himself at Corrin. The Wolf staggered back a step, face twisting with emotion as he returned Zamaril’s hug and the two men rocked together, saying nothing for a long moment.

      “Go to them, you idiot.”

      Letting out a sobbing laugh, Talyn strode forward, breaking into a run, then joining the hug and wrapping her arms around both talons.

      “Is it really you?” Corrin breathed, eventually pulling away and staring at them with unbelieving hope. She could tell the moment he processed the slave tattoos. The colour drained from his face and he looked suddenly heartbroken, tears springing to his eyes. “They didn’t.”

      “They did,” Zamaril said quietly. “But we’re here and alive, Corrin. That’s all that matters.”

      Talyn nodded, scrubbing at her wet cheeks. “I’m sorry it took me so long to get back to you.”

      “You’ve been missed, Ciantar.” Corrin swallowed, that calm assurance returning to his features. “But Prince Cuinn said you would come. And we would have waited forever for you.”

      Zamaril stilled and Talyn reached out for Corrin’s arm, needing to steady herself. “Have you heard from him?”

      “Not recently. But he’s safe in Conmor,” Corrin said quickly. “With your family. Theac’s there too. They’re all okay.”

      Relief flooded her—she wished Cuinn was here too, wanted so desperately to see him. But at least he was safe. Then Zamaril reached out to Corrin, pressing a palm to his heart. “Saniya told us about Halun.”

      Corrin rocked, tears sheening his eyes as his hand curled around Zamaril’s. “He died saving Prince Cuinn. I miss him every day.”

      Zamaril moved closer to him, and the three of them stood in silence, allowing themselves a moment to grieve together.

      Eventually, Corrin shook himself and stepped away, glancing behind him at another winged man Talyn hadn’t even noticed in the flurry of reuniting with Corrin. “Colm’s message said you were hurt. Jystar came with us.”

      The healer was as sober as Talyn remembered, but the softening of his face when she smiled at him betrayed his joy in seeing her. His delight quickly faded as his eyes roamed her, his magic likely sensing her pain, then landed on the slave tattoo. A muscle ticked in his jaw. “Ciantar. Welcome home. Are you or Talon Lightfinger hurt?”

      “My friend Kaeri took an arrow to the shoulder that needs looking at.” Talyn waved to where the boat was just now pulling up against the jetty. “I have some... older wounds that need treating, but it’s not urgent.”

      “It’s worse than she makes it sound,” Zamaril said sharply, command echoing in his voice. “You’ll look at her immediately, Jystar.”

      “After Kaeri,” Talyn said firmly, searching for a subject change and finding one. “Oh, and Corrin, we brought you a present.”

      Corrin’s face darkened when he spotted Mithanis clambering onto the jetty, and his entire body turned rigid. “What is he doing here?”

      “It’s a long story, but I doubt we would have gotten home without his help.” She sighed, still hating the fact that was true. “Right now, he’s our prisoner. Can we get out of the cold before explanations so Jystar can have a look at us?”

      “Where do we put him?” Liadin asked, voice thrumming with restrained anger. Lyra’s wings furled and unfurled in agitation. The song mages were probably being doused in anger at Mithanis from all of them.

      “You and Lyra escort him to one of the storage rooms and lock him in,” Corrin said crisply. “We’ll work out what to do about him later once we’ve talked.”

      Both winged Wolves saluted and headed away to deal with Mithanis. Jasper prowled over then, bumping his head against Corrin’s leg before continuing along the jetty.

      “We can fly you and your friend up, Ciantar, if—” Jystar started.

      “I’ll be walking, thank you very much,” Kaeri snapped, stepping forward. Saniya was with her, her expression indicating she had absolutely no intention of being flown anywhere either.

      Talyn smothered a smile. “I’d prefer to walk too. Is it far?”

      “About a full-turn or so, but the trail isn’t easy,” Corrin said.

      “Let’s get to it then.” Saniya pushed past, heading for a path leading up into the mountainside. “It will be dark soon.”

      “She found you at the labour camp?” Corrin asked quietly as they began walking, Jasper padding at her side. “Colm’s message said you’d escaped from one, but didn’t have much more detail.”

      “He found me.” Talyn pointed to the tawncat. “But they were both searching for me. The two of them got me out, then we went back for Zamaril and Kaeri.”

      “It’s Kaeri Venador, isn’t it?” Corrin asked. “She looks different than I remember from Arataire, but that air of superiority is familiar.”

      Talyn nodded. “She saved my life, in the camp.” She shook her head, dispelling the dark memories. “Is Andres here too?”

      “He’s in Dock City right now—he’s running our network there along with Saniya’s people, helping to recruit, as well as move people and messages between Mithranar and Acleu.”

      “Recruit?”

      “Yes. Volunteers willing to train to fight for us. For Prince Cuinn.”

      “Captain Dariel is in charge of the Wolves now.” Jystar spoke into the brief silence that fell. “He was appointed by the Falcon.”

      Talyn stared at them both. “Ravinire is here?”

      “No, he’s still missing,” Corrin said. “Before he left, Prince Cuinn named Anrun Windsong as Falcon until your return, Ciantar. We owe him our lives—I don’t know where the Wolves would have gone if he hadn’t prepared this hideout for us. It’s an old WingGuard outpost, of all things, abandoned decades ago when the Falcons grew lax about watching for threats from the north.”

      “We owe him and Saniya both, the way I understand it,” she murmured.

      Corrin glanced at her. “Yes.”

      Silence fell as all their energy was needed for clambering up a particularly steep section of trail made dangerous by the ice and snow covering the ground. Talyn’s muscles began trembling, the pain in her back resurging with a vengeance. She swore inwardly and hoped they reached their destination soon.

      Eventually they reached the top of the path, where it widened into a flat area before a heavy wooden door set into rocky cliff face. Two Wolves stood guard at the entrance, both human, both shooting wide-eyed gazes at Jasper. Talyn didn’t recognise either of them but they seemed delighted to see her, saluting sharply.

      “Welcome home, Ciantar,” one said as she pulled open the heavy door.

      Talyn acknowledged them both with a smile and a nod as they passed by, before turning a questioning gaze on Corrin. “Who are they?”

      “Torini and Jorjen joined us two months ago from Dock City—sent by Andres. They finished basic training just last week,” Corrin explained as they began walking down a corridor ending in a wide stairwell. “We currently number just under three hundred strong.”

      “Three hundred?” Zamaril stopped in his tracks, astonishment colouring his voice.

      “Two hundred and eighty-three, to be exact.” Corrin nodded. “With another twelve recruits on their way or already here to begin training.”

      The pain in Talyn’s back and weariness in her muscles fought with astonishment over Corrin’s revelation as they started up a set of stone steps. Eventually they reached the top. Here was an open foyer, with typically cavernous winged folk walkways, stairs and corridors leading off in all directions.

      “When Prince Cuinn left, he told us to wait here and grow strong. That you would come back,” Jystar said somberly, picking up the thread of the conversation.

      “We began recruiting as soon as I returned,” Corrin added. “I felt the Wolves needed to be more than just a protective guard if we’re going to win Prince Cuinn his throne back. So now we train for combat as well as protection.”

      “As impressive as all that is, could we perhaps wait on a full accounting of everything you’ve been doing until your healer has looked at Talyn.” Kaeri spoke sharply into the silence. “She’s pretending she’s fine, but she’s not.”

      Despite Talyn’s protests, and a furious scowl directed at Kaeri, her words promptly put an end to all discussion.

      “I like her,” Sari announced.

      “That’s just because she nags like you,” Talyn shot back grumpily.

      “I do not nag!” Sari’s indignance almost made Talyn chuckle. Almost.

      “Are you up for visiting the Wolves first?” Corrin asked quietly. “They’ve been waiting since we got news of your coming.”

      “I don’t care if I’m bleeding out on this floor!” Talyn rounded furiously on Kaeri as she opened her mouth. “I will see my Wolves before I do anything else.”

      “Perhaps I could look at your shoulder in the meantime, Lady Venador?” Jystar asked smoothly, his years of courtly politeness taking over. “Captain Dariel will bring the Ciantar to my healing room once she has greeted the Wolves.”

      “Fine,” Kaeri said with ill grace, stalking after Jystar when he set off down the corridor.

      “She’s a delight, isn’t she?” Saniya remarked. “I’m exhausted and touching reunions aren’t my thing. I’ll find you all later.”

      “It’s not far,” Corrin explained as they started walking again. “They’re gathered in the mess hall. It’s getting tight in there with our increasing numbers, but I suppose that’s a good problem to have.”

      “How do you feed everyone?” Talyn wondered.

      “Our people in Darmour smuggle food in through the tunnels—it’s a difficult, tiring trip for them each time, and there are only a select few trusted enough to know our location, but we wouldn’t be able to do any of this without them.”

      Talyn shot a considering glance back at a quickly-disappearing Saniya. Cuinn’s agreement to ally his Shadowhawk network with hers had been the right decision. Vengeance had proven crucial to the ongoing survival of Cuinn’s forces. She wondered if there was more at work than simply Saniya’s hatred of Azrilan. She hoped there was.

      A loud hum of conversation drifted down the hall as they approached the opened double doors, the notes of it washing over her and sliding into her bones.

      Her Wolves.

      Time seemed to slow a little as she, Corrin, and Zamaril walked side by side towards those open doors, Jasper padding behind them. Soon she could see the long tables lined up inside, the grey and white of the Wolves uniforms, the striking teal and scarlet of Falcons. Hear the clatter of cutlery and breathe in the scent of freshly baked bread.

      And then they were walking through.

      A few Wolves caught her entrance immediately, and they began rising to their feet. Conversation died and a heady energy filled the room. And it wasn’t just the Wolves. Falcons rose to their feet as well, wings rustling in excitement.

      Talyn came to a halt. Zamaril and Corrin remained a step behind at either shoulder.

      At the back of the room, one of the winged Wolves tossed back her head and howled. Several more followed suit until the enormous hall was a cacophony of triumphant howling.

      Talyn let it wash over her, hold her up despite her weariness, heal some of the tears in her spirit that had opened in the past months. They loved her. They always had. This was her home.

      She waited until the howls died away, until there was only three hundred Wolves and Falcons staring at her with shining eyes, then she smiled and said simply, “I’m back.”

      A raucous cheering let loose, feet stamping and hands banging on the tables.

      When it finally died down, she took a breath. “I’m sorry it took me so long. Let me tell you what happened.”

      

      There was no avoiding Jystar once Talyn had spoken to the Wolves. Corrin and Zamaril escorted her to a warm room on one of the higher levels. Large arched windows gave an impressive view of mountains and ocean. On the other side of the glass, a gentle flurry of snow drifted by.

      Jystar was just putting the finishing touches on a clean bandage around Kaeri’s shoulder when they entered. Already the woman looked better than she had in weeks, with colour restored to her face and that indefinable energy she carried with her almost back to normal.

      “I knew about your healing magic, but didn’t really understand.” Kaeri hopped down off the bench. “It’s a wonder.”

      “Jystar is very good,” Talyn said, then hesitated.

      “We’ll wait out here.” Corrin stepped back for Kaeri and Zamaril to leave, then closed the door behind him. She didn’t move. Jasper refused to follow the others out and waited for the door to close before promptly lying down in front of it.

      Fear enveloped her, freezing her to the spot. What if he couldn’t fix it? What if she was always like this, unable to fight properly, to move, to... She swallowed, trying to get control of herself.

      “You realise that I am a healer with decades of experience,” Jystar said dryly. When she still hesitated, he frowned. “I also have some understanding of what happens to slaves in Montagni labour camps. Whatever it is, we can manage it. Trust me, Ciantar.”

      Talyn forced herself to walk over to the examining bench and sit down. Her hands reached for the hem of her shirt, and she paused again, hands trembling. “They whipped me within an inch of my life, beat me too. My head was injured and I had temporary memory loss. The whip scars healed badly without proper treatment and I don’t have full range of movement anymore.” Her voice lowered to a whisper. “I can’t fight without the scars tearing.”

      Jystar reached out, gently tugging the shirt from her shaking hands then lifting it over her head. “Did you know that I was considered the strongest healing mage in the citadel?”

      She nodded. “You were placed at the head of the healing guild after Tabatha Flightbreeze’s murder.”

      “Indeed.” Jystar hummed as he traced his fingers lightly over her back. From there, he examined her ribs, the old stab wounds, and finally her head. His magic flowed through her the whole time, filling her with strength and renewed vitality. Despite that, she had to fight the urge to cry from terror of what he might say.

      Eventually he slid her shirt back on and walked around to face her. “The scarring is bad, Ciantar, but I believe I can fix some of it. It will take time, and I’ll need to use some of your magical strength to do it. It won’t remove the scars entirely, but I can restore your freedom of movement.”

      She bit her lip. “Truly?”

      A little smile crossed his face. “Truly.”

      She nodded, scrubbing at the tears wanting to spill down her face. The relief was so crushing she couldn’t speak for a moment. “Thank you.”

      “Your older wounds have healed well enough, and I can’t detect any ongoing damage from the head wound that led to your memory loss,” he said briskly. “I’m going to clean and rebandage your back for now. The talons will be waiting impatiently with a million questions for you, no doubt. Once you’ve all talked, we’ll discuss treatment for your back.”

      “That sounds good, Jystar. Can I ask—” She hesitated, worrying briefly that if she asked her question, he might think her head injury worse than he’d diagnosed.

      “Ask me anything.”

      “I almost died,” she said simply. “I think I would have, except...” She met his eyes. “The place with green fields and blue sky. Do you know what I mean?”

      He stilled. “Very few do outside the most experienced healers in the guild, Ciantar.”

      “So it was real? I wasn’t hallucinating.”

      “You must have been very close to death.” The horror of that flickered in his eyes.

      Talyn bit her lip. Her father. Sari. She’d really seen them. Her father had saved her life, he and Tiercelin had. And Jystar deserved to know that.

      “My father came to me there, did enough to save my life—Tiercelin taught him how, Jystar. He’s happy, wherever that place is beyond the field, your brother is happy.”

      Jystar swallowed. Tears sheened his eyes and he looked away.

      Talyn slid off the table, paused briefly before passing him to lay a hand on his arm. “I suspect a large part of that happiness lies in knowing the choices his brother made after his death.”

      The healer took a shuddering breath. Swallowed. “Thank you, Ciantar.”

      

      Talyn stepped out of the healing room with Jasper to find Anrun Windsong waiting alone in the corridor outside. At the sight of her, he bowed low, sea-green wings half-furled. “Ciantar. I apologise I wasn’t here when you arrived; I was supervising a scouting patrol over the northern road.”

      “Falcon.” She smiled in delight. “It’s good to see you.”

      “And you.” He straightened, a similar smile spreading over his face.

      Talyn opened her mouth to speak, but the words froze in her throat as Jasper went over to the man and bumped his head repeatedly against his leg until Windsong warily reached down to stroke his ears. Satisfied, Jasper returned to Talyn, tail waving.

      “He’s never, ever, done that before,” she managed.

      “It’s better than him trying to eat me, I suppose,” Windsong said cheerfully.

      She cleared her throat, switching her attention from the tawncat to the Falcon. “I hear you’ve been holding down the fort admirably in my absence?” When he shook his head, opened his mouth to demur, she cut him off. “I will never forget what you did for us, Anrun Windsong. Not for one single second.”

      “You are my Ciantar, and he is my king,” Windsong said simply. “The talons are waiting to speak with you if you’re up for it? I’ll show you the way.”

      “I’d like that, thank you.”
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      Windsong brought Talyn and Jasper to a firelit sitting room. Corrin and Zamaril were already there, along with Kaeri and Saniya. After a session of Jystar’s healing magic, Talyn felt stronger and more alert than she could remember being since waking in the slave camp, and the pain in her back was blessedly gone too, if only for a short time.

      Jasper went straight over to the hearth, where he sprawled out and closed his eyes.

      For a moment they all looked at each other, none of them knowing where to begin. Then Corrin offered a crooked smile and passed Talyn a mug of steaming liquid. “Zamaril and Lady Kaeri filled us in on what happened at the camp while you were with Jystar. Where do you want to start?”

      She took a deep breath, the spiced scent of kahvi hitting her nose and almost making her cry right there. “I missed this.” She savoured a long sip, then gave Corrin a considering glance. “You’ve been hiding out there, building an army. Vengeance and the Shadowhawk’s networks have merged and are now active in Dock City, Darmour and Acleu?”

      Corrin ran a hand through his hair. “Yes, but it hasn’t been without difficulty. Azrilan uses Armun and Shadows to hunt them. Several have been killed. I worry that it’s only a matter of time before they find us here.”

      “Not to mention that it’s been more than four months since Azrilan took power. He will have used that time to consolidate his hold on both thrones,” Saniya said. “We were briefed in Acleu that Azrilan is gathering large numbers of troops together and building new ships to hold them. We assume he’s preparing a war fleet to send against the Twin Thrones.”

      “What’s the latest news from the Twin Thrones?” Talyn braced herself for the answer. “We heard in Acleu they fought back the initial exploratory fleet from Montagn, but that’s all I know.”

      “It’s unclear. The blockade remains in place in Feather Bay—only approved naval and merchant vessels are allowed through,” Windsong said. “So we’re reliant on any messages getting to Acleu, and from there to Darmour via our network. As you can imagine, that takes time, and not all messages get through.”

      “Our only other source of information are the rumours and gossip we pick up on the docks,” Corrin added. “Last week we heard the Firthlanders had overrun Conmor and were marching south on Calumnia. The day after that whispers came that the Twin Thrones had routed Firthland and were massing ships to start an invasion of Montagn.”

      “In short, you have no idea what the current situation is,” Kaeri said flatly.

      Saniya glanced at her, gave her a little shrug. “Pretty much.”

      Silence descended on the room, thick and heavy.

      Talyn asked, because she couldn’t not ask. “Corrin, how was Cuinn, when you saw him?” Levs and Cynia had said he was all right. But he’d lost his wings. And she hadn’t been there. She’d been gone, unable to help, to comfort, nothing.

      “He showed such courage,” Corrin murmured. “He sent me back here to lead the Wolves. To wait for you. He was fierce on that, Ciantar, that you were alive and would come back.”

      Her chest constricted so tightly it hurt. She swallowed, but that was difficult around the lump in her throat. She needed to see him, to make sure with her own eyes that he was okay. But he was so far away. Zamaril glanced over at Talyn, read her expression, then changed the subject. “You were right before, Corrin. We have to assume the WingGuard or Armun will find us here eventually and prepare for that happening.”

      Talyn cleared her throat, sat up straighter, and forced herself to pay attention to the conversation.

      Windsong nodded. “We’ve got measures in place so that we’re warned if the WingGuard move on this location, but yes, our army is growing larger. It can’t stay hidden forever.”

      “You should diversify. Split your Wolves and Falcons between multiple safe locations,” Kaeri said. “Otherwise you risk your entire force being taken out in one hit.”

      Three set of eyes turned towards the Venador princess. She met their looks with a raised eyebrow.

      “She’s got a point.” Talyn stifled a smile. “But I have a better idea.”

      Talyn didn’t have to be a song mage to pick up the excitement that flashed through the room at her words. Even Jasper cracked an eye open.

      Corrin bowed slightly. “We’ve been waiting for you to come back and lead us, Ciantar.”

      “Maybe you could let her get a good night’s sleep before asking her to plan an insurgency against the king of Mithranar and Montagn,” Kaeri said sharply.

      Kaeri was right. She’d barely arrived home. Hadn’t had any time to think in the chaos of escaping the slave camp. Had only just learned Jystar might be able to fix her. It didn’t matter.

      Talyn knew exactly what came next.

      “It’s all right.” Talyn sent a grateful glance at her friend, then turned to Corrin. “First, a question. You say our network has been recruiting, smuggling supplies in, helping move people and messages back and forth. What else?”

      “That’s all,” Corrin said. “The priority has been achieving those things while remaining safe.”

      In her absence, it had been a smart move. But she was back now. “Fair enough. But we’re going to change that.”

      Saniya lifted an eyebrow. “How so?”

      “Sometimes the best defence is a good offence.” Talyn allowed some of the anger that she’d been smothering for weeks to edge her voice. “We’re going to start making things very difficult for Azrilan and his Kingcouncil, and we’re going to soften them up for Cuinn’s return in the process. If we do it right, they’ll be too busy defending themselves to come looking for us.”

      “What are you suggesting exactly?” Windsong asked. He looked calm, but a leap of glee flashed through the room, quickly stifled. She was sure it had come from him.

      “For a start—how are the Montagni building new ships for his massive war fleet?”

      “With wood, obviously, from...” Corrin trailed off, light flashing into his eyes. “Wood from Mair-land shipped out of Darmour.”

      “You’ve built an army, Corrin. I say we start using it.” Excitement thrummed through her. “No more Mithranan wood is leaving Darmour. Azrilan will have to make do with what he has already. Next, the izerdia. Saniya, your people are going to find out where it’s being stored in the citadel, and then we’re going to steal it. All of it. In stages, if necessary, but we’re going to take everything they’ve got.”

      “I... actually...” Saniya cocked her head. “Really like that plan.”

      “All the supplies coming into Feather Bay for the citadel, I want to hit them. I want to disrupt the movement of goods between Dock City and Darmour,” Talyn said. “I want the Kingcouncil to start feeling the pinch. Unhappy winged folk nobles will be an annoyance for Azrilan at worst, a serious distraction at best.”

      “You’re talking about starting a civil war,” Windsong said quietly.

      Talyn rose from her chair, meeting his gaze. “There will be conditions. Any Armun, Shadow or Bearman we encounter, we kill without hesitation. Falcons or City Patrolmen we don’t attack unless in self defence, and if we have the opportunity to do so without putting ourselves at risk, we give them the opportunity to stand down.”

      “And if they don’t?” Windsong pushed.

      “Then we fight. We’re already in a war, Falcon, and if we want to come out on the right side of it, people will be hurt. People will die. I don’t like it any more than you do, but it’s necessary.”

      He bowed his head.

      “They’ve been coming at us, Windsong. Killing us. Hunting us.” She reinforced her voice with the anger that had been stewing inside her for months. “I am Ciantar and I won’t stand for that any longer. It’s time we hit back.”

      “I agree.” Corrin spoke into the silence that followed. “What are your plans, Ciantar?”

      “I’ll stay here for a short time,” she said. “Jystar needs to do some work on me, and I want to be here to help kick things off. Then I will go south to Cuinn.”

      Because she had to see him, see with her own eyes that he was okay. To have his arms around her, his voice in her ear, his magic entwining with hers. But also because she suspected she knew why he’d gone to the Twin Thrones. And if she was right... then she needed to talk to him once she’d set things in motion in Mithranar.

      Saniya let out an irritated breath.

      Talyn stood. “Saniya, you’ll head south to run the operations to steal izerdia and mess with the supply runs coming into Feather Bay. Anrun, you and Corrin will begin preparing small strike teams of Wolves—we’ll meet here with the other talons first thing tomorrow and start planning where and how to deploy them. I have another idea too, but that will take some time to prepare.”

      Saniya predictably bristled. “I don’t take orders from you. I agreed to merge our networks, provide you support, not to be part of your army. I won’t ask my people to die for an Acondor prince.”

      Talyn crossed the room, sapphire gaze meeting sapphire gaze. “It’s time to decide which side of this fight you stand on, Cousin. You saved my life, the debt between us is cleared. But you claim Vengeance was always about trying to help the human folk of Mithranar. Well, now all of Mithranar needs help. You know where I stand in the fight to come. And you know where Azrilan stands.”

      “Our group is about freedom,” Saniya said quietly. “From oppression, from poverty, from winged folk ignorance.”

      “All those things are what I stand for too. They’re what Cuinn stands for. You know it. There can only be one overall leader here until Cuinn returns, and that is me.”

      Saniya’s mouth tightened. “Our problems haven’t gone away. Our grievances haven’t vanished just because a tyrant winged man sits the throne.”

      “You know Cuinn is different,” Talyn said softly. “And I give you my word now. If you fight with us, stand at our side, we will listen to what you and your people have to say. We will give you a voice.”

      Zamaril broke into the heavy silence. “Are you forgetting they almost killed Prince Cuinn twice? That they hunted us for months? They murdered the same humans she claims to be protecting from oppression.”

      “We made mistakes. I admit that here and now. But you murdered scores of ours too.” Saniya turned on him with a snarl.

      “Prince Cuinn accepted Saniya’s help. It was his decision to merge our networks.” Windsong spoke into the tense silence. “Talon Lightfinger, Captain Dariel, consider that before refusing someone who has been an invaluable ally these past months despite what happened in the past.”

      Talyn offered a hand to her cousin. “I am willing to forgive. Are you?”

      Saniya glanced at the hand, then back up at Talyn’s face. “Your word. That we will have a voice?”

      “I swear it.” She knew without doubt Cuinn would support her in this.

      Saniya hesitated for a long moment, gaze shifting back to Talyn’s outstretched hand, clearly torn.

      “Let’s make what our fathers worked for, what your father died for—what Tiercelin and Halun and Ronisin Nightdrift died for—happen in Mithranar,” Talyn urged. “Let’s do that together.”

      “All right, Cousin.” Saniya’s hand lifted and slid into Talyn’s. “Let’s do what our fathers could not.”

      Zamaril and Corrin shared a glance, little smiles creeping across their faces despite their lingering resentment. Kaeri, silent for a while now, looked intrigued. Light flashed in Windsong’s eyes.

      A grin—not a full one, but an echo of the old reckless one—flashed over Talyn’s face as she stepped away. “Good. Then let’s take the fight to Azrilan.”

      

      Talyn left the room, Jasper at her heels, and went back to Jystar. He left instructions not to be interrupted, and Liadin and Lyra, who’d been waiting, took up guard positions outside the door.

      She laid down on a comfortable pallet, warm blankets covering everything but her back, and rested her head on folded arms.

      “This is going to take some time, several full-turns probably,” Jystar warned after another close inspection of her back. “These scars are old, and they’ve broken open and re-scarred in several places. I’ll have to slough away some of the scar tissue and encourage healthy skin to grow.”

      “Will it hurt?” she asked warily.

      “It will be uncomfortable, but I’m going to use my magic to relax you.” He smiled slightly. “It won’t be anywhere near as bad as when you sustained the injuries.”

      She hesitated a moment, then, “My wing buds?”

      “Still there.” He rested a palm on her upper shoulder. “Do you want me to...”

      “No.” She closed her eyes. “Not now.”

      “I need you to relax. Don’t fight what I’m doing,” he murmured. “Try and think of this as time to properly rest. Your body has been running on nothing but reserves and not enough food for months and it needs a break. Meditate, if you can.”

      Sari snorted with laughter inside her head. “Meditate? Has he met you?”

      “I’ll try,” she promised. “Shut up. I can meditate.”

      Sari laughed uproariously.

      “I might need to draw upon some of the raw strength in your magic,” he said. “If you feel that, don’t resist me. I promise I won’t drain enough to hurt you.”

      She forced herself to relax into the soft pallet, settling until she was comfortable. Jystar’s hands touched her skin, and a moment later his magic seeped through into her. She didn’t fight him, instead allowing him to lull her into a near-sleeping state.

      It was restful, and for a long time she just drifted. Relaxing wasn’t always easy—every now and then there would be a sharp pulling sensation on her back that edged close to pain. Each time a touch more healing power flooded her and the sensation would fade.

      Cuinn.

      Without even thinking about what she was doing, she gave in to her yearning for him. Ever since her memories had flooded back she’d avoided thinking too much of him—the emotions he’d roused had been too sharp, too painful, too terrified. But now that she was finally safe, that Jystar was healing her, that she was home, she wrapped herself in Cuinn and memories of their time together.

      And then she slept.

      

      Talyn woke to the sunlight of early morning streaming through the windows above the bed she laid in. A warm fire burned in the grate, and she could smell the fresh kahvi in a steaming cup Corrin held in his hands. The Wolf captain sat in a chair by her bed.

      The new rank suited him. She tried to work out whether she was sad that captain of the Wolves wasn’t her title anymore, and couldn’t really decide. It didn’t feel wrong, though.

      “Thought you might enjoy this.” He smiled, passing the kahvi to her when he saw she was awake.

      “You’re wonderful.” She sat up and took the drink, sipping it with delight. Such a simple thing to miss so much, but she had. Kahvi was everything that she loved about Mithranar in one small drink. Sweet and potent with a magical rush of energy and spice.

      “How are you feeling?” Corrin asked.

      Talyn thought about it for a second. Nothing hurt, and her body had that languor she got when she was well rested and content. “I feel good, actually.”

      Both looked up as the door opened and Jystar and Zamaril entered.

      “I did the best I could,” Jystar said immediately. “I couldn’t remove the scars entirely, but you will have your full range of movement back.”

      She put down the mug and swung her legs over the side of the bed. There was no pain, not even a twinge from her back. From there she stood, slowly stretched her arms above her head.

      Nothing.

      She swung them out to the sides. Bent over to touch her toes.

      No pain. No restriction.

      And she started to cry.

      The three men stood in awkward silence for the mortifying few moments it took her to calm herself and scrub away the tears.

      “I never used to cry like this,” she grumbled in furious annoyance.

      “Yeah, well, you’ve been through a lot in the past few months. Maybe try giving yourself a break.” Sari was unsympathetic.

      “Your council of war awaits, Ciantar.” Corrin smiled a little.

      “We’ll let you dress,” Jystar said, ushering the others out.

      Once the three men had filed out, Talyn stripped off the robe she was wearing and crossed to a mirror, eager to see what Jystar had done with her.

      Turning gracefully before it, she gasped in surprise.

      She still had scars crisscrossing her back, but they were faded and thin compared to what they’d been—there was no red, angry tissue, just healthy skin around the pale scars. Spinning, she leapt up, twisting mid-air and kicking out in a traditional sabai move. No pain.

      Laughing, Talyn tried another move. She hadn’t realised what sheer pleasure it would be simply to be able to move without restriction again. Still smiling, she stepped back to the mirror, this time studying her face.

      The scar from her head wound had been worked on too. Jystar had healed it to a narrow white line running from her forehead over her left eyebrow and stopping just above her left cheekbone. She still looked too thin, but otherwise colour and health had returned to her skin.

      She almost looked like the Talyn she’d been before. Only the shadows lurking in her sapphire eyes were any indication of how much she’d suffered—that and the blue tattoo on her left cheek.

      “I’m glad I have it,” she admitted to Sari. “In some strange way I feel like I honour Halun’s sacrifice by wearing it.”

      “It’s not strange. It’s perfect.”

      Talyn straightened her shoulders, let her newfound strength wash through her, then reached for the clothes.

      She had an insurgency to plan.
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      Cuinn brought Trystaan in low over Mothduriem. It was an uncharacteristically clear day over the highest peaks of the Ayrlemyre Mountains, and the skies were crowded with legions of SkyRiders practicing maneuvers.

      The message in his pocket weighed on him, anxiety spiking in his chest each time he thought of its contents. Trying to forget his worries for a few moments, he pushed all thoughts of it out of his head, and reached back to un-sling the bow from his back. Then he brought Trystaan swooping up underneath the SkyRiders undertaking target practice, weaving through another legion at flight practice as he did so.

      The SkyRiders recognised him immediately from the blue sheen on the underside of Trystaan’s wings and shouted greetings. The words were lost in the wind gusting around them, but he lifted a hand in response.

      Once he was in position above the group undertaking target practice, Cuinn unbuckled his harness and dived off Trystaan’s back. Icy air swept past his face and body and he closed his eyes for a moment at the sheer bliss of flying again.

      Cries of surprise and encouragement resounded through the sky. Smiling, he angled his body mid-air, bringing his bow up as he swept past the target, and firing three arrows towards it. All three thumped into the centre. Cuinn slung the bow over his back and rolled again, falling spread-eagled.

      Trystaan came in underneath him, and he landed on the eagle’s back gracefully, one hand raised in triumph. The SkyRiders cheered loudly, several following him in a long line as he soared down to the landing platform.

      The first SkyRider to land after him grinned as he undid his harness and dropped to the ground. “That was insane. How do you do that?”

      Cuinn smiled. “Easy. Trystaan always knows where to catch me.”

      “Nice one, Wolf!” More SkyRiders were landing now, unbuckling and dropping to the ground. Cuinn slowed his pace to allow them to catch up to him. Like the Aimsir, SkyRiders put little stock in rankings and title—apart from their commanding officers. To them, Cuinn was a fellow SkyRider, not a prince or a regent. It made being around them the most relaxed he’d ever felt in the Twin Thrones.

      “Nice to have you back.” Drift clapped him on the back.

      “Teach me how to do that, yeah?”

      “I don’t think so, Feather.” Cuinn’s smile widened. “You’d have to learn how to fly without your eyes shut first.”

      Laughter drifted around him.

      “You’ve come from Ryathl?” Dive asked, and the laughter faded, their attention on him turning serious.

      The contents of the note in his pocket hit him, and his smile faded, even though he tried to hide his unease. “I have, but I need to speak with the Sky Chieftain.” He paused at the entrance to the caverns. “That was some nice work I saw up there.”

      “Thanks, Wolf.” Their pride washed over him.

      

      Cuinn’s thoughts were busy, distracted, as he walked through the tunnels to Soar’s quarters. He’d remained in Ryathl almost three weeks, giving the lords the attention they needed, talking through options for deploying more of the army north without leaving the southern cities vulnerable.

      Dealing with them hadn’t been easy, but aided by his song magic and Shia and Ceannar’s support, he’d calmed most of their fears and their uncertainty about him as regent. News that Ariar and Soar had halted the southern push through the mountains with a furious onslaught of Aimsir and SkyRiders had been the win Cuinn had needed to reassure them.

      Now a full division of Greencloaks was marching north from Ryathl. Once they arrived, the Aimsir would be able to return to their positions along the northern Conmoran lines.

      But then had come word from one of Soar’s commanders that four Firthlander ships had gotten troops ashore in the mountains under the cover of night. In the process, they’d established a beachhead in a defensible cove, a secure spot to land more ships that slipped through the SkyRider patrols. Cuinn left Ryathl that night to return to the Dumnorix and plan their next move.

      Thoughts of war strategy immediately brought Talyn to the surface of his thoughts, like it always did. What would she think of him now?

      Where was she? He’d been so certain she was alive, still was. But why hadn’t she come back? And he was so far away, busying himself with running a kingdom at war instead of looking for her. Familiar guilt soured his stomach.

      He shook his head. He’d come here for a reason. He straightened his shoulders, summoned a hint of magic that emanated strength and confidence, and knocked on Soar’s door. The Sky Chieftain looked up with a smile when Cuinn entered. “You must have been flying a while to get here so quickly.”

      “I have, and the windstorm over the southern foothills wasn’t a picnic.” Cuinn grimaced, dropping into the other chair by the fire. “Ceannar and Shia left with me, but their escorts diverted around the storm to head straight to Port Lachley.”

      Soar matched his grimace. “You should have too. Those storms are dangerous, even for the most experienced SkyRiders.”

      “I was fine.” Cuinn waved a hand. “And besides, I didn’t want to detour around. I came to get you. We need you back at Port Lachley. Ariar is already riding north from the Thalion.”

      “Problems?” Soar frowned. “More than the beachhead on the east coast?”

      Cuinn nodded. “Just before I left Ryathl, Shia received a message from her people in Acleu—reports of troop movements in southwestern Montagn, clustering together in three of their port cities.”

      “Damn.” Soar rubbed a hand over his face. “We’ll leave as soon as that windstorm has passed over. In the meantime, fancy a drink?”

      “Let me go and visit the mess first, say hello to the riders.” Cuinn rose to his feet. “But dinner together after?”

      “You put me to shame, Cousin.” Soar rose too, a little smile on his face. “Let’s both go and talk to our SkyRiders. They’ve been working hard these past months.”

      “We hit the first wave of ships out of Acleu,” Cuinn said as they walked; he could feel Soar’s weariness, his grim outlook, and sought to cheer him. “They didn’t get anywhere near our coast. We held back the southward push in the mountains.”

      “And had to divert two precious legions of SkyRiders and too many Aimsir to do it. Firthlander ships established a beachhead while they were away,” Soar said. “And it sounds like Azrilan is preparing to send a much larger force at us. We’re on the back foot, Cuinn, and falling further behind each day.”

      “I’ll never count against the Callanan in Acleu,” Cuinn said, meaning it. He didn’t know Cynia or Leviana very well, didn’t know the other Callanan with them at all, but he knew what Talyn thought of them.

      “Tarcos and Azrilan will quickly work out what we’re doing, if they haven’t already, and when they do, Tarcos will send Armun and Shadows to Acleu. They’ll have one purpose. Taking out our early warning system.”

      Soar was right. But Cuinn stopped a few paces away from the eating cavern. The conversation of SkyRiders floated out, comforting in its own way. “For now, we’re holding the line. Tarcos will run out of ships sooner rather than later.”

      Soar nodded slowly. “And it’s not forever. Saundin will be doing his work.”

      “Talyn trusted him. He’ll come through for us,” Cuinn agreed. “We have to be patient.”

      He just hoped it wouldn’t be too late. They couldn’t afford to wait forever.

      

      Soar and Cuinn landed at Port Lachley three days later amidst a flurry of screaming eagles. Theac waited at the entrance to the stone stairwell leading down into the castle. Evani stood at his side, her demeanour as watchful as his, and she wore two daggers at her waist.

      “Miss me?” Cuinn asked them with a smile.

      “Our days were dark, Prince Cuinn.” Theac glowered. The familiar look brought warmth rushing to Cuinn’s chest. But also an ache... he wanted to go home.

      “I’m glad to hear it.” He flashed a smile. “Ariar?”

      “The Horselord rode in last night and is waiting with bated breath to see you.”

      “Evani, ensure you don’t allow him to teach you that tone,” Cuinn said lightly. “It’s rude.”

      Evani’s eyes warmed. “I’m of the understanding that’s how Captain Dynan used to speak to you all the time, Your Highness?”

      His chest clenched, but he forced a smile. At his side, Theac’s shoulders sagged slightly.

      “I don’t know what Talyn was thinking,” Soar said lightly as he caught up and they began making their way down the steps. “A Kingshield would never dare speak to their assigned Dumnorix like that.”

      Two Kingshield standing guard at the base of the stairwell saluted sharply as Cuinn, Soar and the Wolves clattered down and into the main entrance hall of the castle.

      “Cuinn!” Ariar strode through the open front doors. His curls were askew and his bright blue eyes flushed from a ride. Kingshield trailed in his wake. “You’re back!”

      “I was told you were pining. I thought I’d put you out of your misery.” Cuinn shrugged.

      “Aren’t the Montagni trying to invade or something?” Soar changed the subject.

      “Have I missed the meeting?” Alyna walked into the hall, all Callanan grace and sharp authority. Ceannar and Shia were with her, looking none the worse for wear for their flight back from Ryathl.

      “Montagni?” Soar said loudly. “Invading?”

      “The First Blade has news,” Cuinn said, deferring to Shia. “It isn’t good.”

      

      Later that night, Cuinn encountered Alyna down in the castle kitchens. He’d been out practicing his archery then sparring with Theac and Evani to keep up his strength and conditioning—though the thought of driving a sword or any sort of blade into another person continued to make him ill—and now sought food and something to pass the time rather than going to bed. He liked the castle kitchens late at night; they were quiet and peaceful in the soft glow of the big ovens.

      He still didn’t sleep much. Night remained the one time where, without anything to distract him in his silent room, he struggled to forget, to not miss her, to not worry himself sick over his Wolves and the people he’d left behind in Mithranar.

      Surprise flickered through him at the sight of Talyn’s mother seated at the table running down the middle of the large room. He offered her a nod of welcome before searching out some bread, cheese, and leftover stew.

      They hadn’t spoken privately since he’d claimed the regency, although she remained unfailingly civil and respectful. He couldn’t regret what he’d done by challenging her, it had been necessary, but he did regret that it had caused more pain for her.

      He of all people understood her grief at losing Talyn. He’d wanted to try and mend that gap somehow, but it had seemed better to keep out of her way, rather than force her to deal with him.

      “Can’t sleep?” he asked after a few moments of silence passed.

      Alyna raised a shoulder. “I don’t sleep much, not since…”

      “Talyn’s father died,” Cuinn finished quietly, understanding Alyna better than she likely realised.

      Another few moments of silence passed, and Cuinn ate his way steadily through the stew and bread. He’d left an opening for Alyna to speak, but it would be her choice to use it.

      “When Talyn was first assigned to Mithranar, I thought it was a good thing.” Alyna eventually spoke, her violet eyes distant as they stared at the tabletop. “She had always been so restless, and after Sari’s death… I thought it would do her good, seeing where her father came from, to be away from all the painful memories she had here.”

      “I understand,” Cuinn said quietly. “I know what losing Sari did to her.”

      Her gaze flicked up to him. “But when she came back, when she resigned from the Kingshield to return to Mithranar, I was afraid. I never told her that, of course, I wanted her to do what would make her happy. And I always thought she would come back, take up her duties as a Dumnorix. It never occurred to me that she wouldn’t want to.”

      “And Trystaan?”

      “He was scared for her, but he wouldn’t tell either of us why.” Alyna looked down again. “It ate at him, being away from Mithranar. He loved me enough to be happy here, but it was like a part of him was always missing.”

      “Did he ever tell you who he was in Mithranar, who Talyn is?” he asked gently.

      “He offered, once.” Alyna’s gaze was distant as she stared across the kitchen. “He loved me enough to never want to keep secrets from me. But I loved him enough not to want to cause him pain. And talking about it... so much agony in his eyes. I couldn’t bear it. So I told him it didn’t matter. And it didn’t.” She paused, swallowed. “Talyn told me some of it though, when she was trying to explain why being in Mithranar was so important to her.”

      Cuinn met her gaze. “Would you like me to tell you the story, from one who was born and raised in your husband’s home?”

      Alyna turned to him in a single, graceful movement. “I would, yes.”

      And so Cuinn told Alyna the tale of the Shadowhawk, how Trystaan had loved both his brother and the human people of Mithranar. How the entire Ciantar family had been executed on the order of Cuinn’s mother. How Runye had sacrificed himself so that Trystaan could flee.

      Tears sheened Alyna’s violet eyes. Halfway through, he reached across the table, touched her hand, and wound soothing magic into his voice.

      “Talyn is just like him, just like the both of you. She is our Ciantar.” Cuinn paused. “She will be able to do for us what Trystaan and Runye couldn’t.”

      Alyna shook her head a little, withdrew from his touch. “You named your eagle after him.”

      “I will never forget what he and his brother did for my people.”

      Alyna lifted a trembling hand to her forehead. Her emotions were a jumble, but he sensed he’d been able to fill in some missing pieces that had long been gnawing at her.

      “You’re the new Shadowhawk, aren’t you?” She shifted her gaze to him, direct. “Talyn found out. That’s why her attitude towards you changed.”

      “Yes.”

      She turned away, letting out a sharp breath in shock. “That’s… you’re not anything like she said. Like we believed. Was she deliberately lying to us about you?”

      “She understood better than you ever will how dangerous it would have been if anyone learned that I was the Shadowhawk. My mother, my brother, they would have executed me without hesitation.”

      “She tried to explain.” Alyna scrubbed a hand over her face. Her shock still reverberated through the space between them. Cuinn’s magic told him she was rapidly reevaluating everything she’d ever thought about him. “I wouldn’t listen.”

      Cuinn smiled a little. “Ah. So that’s where Talyn gets her stubbornness from.”

      Alyna huffed a breath. “I don’t know whether I’m relieved or worried that we put a crown on your head, Cuinn.”

      “I’ll do my best for you. I promise.”

      Alyna hesitated, face taut with emotion. Hope flickered underneath her shock, quickly buried. “How are you so certain she is still alive?”

      Cuinn took breath. Let it out. “Did you know that Sari is still with Talyn?”

      “What do you mean?” Alyna frowned in confusion.

      “A winged healer could explain this better, but because of how close Talyn and Sari were, and how strong Talyn’s winged folk magic is, their Callanan magic became intertwined over time. When Sari died so unexpectedly, those bonds were torn apart, which is part of the reason Talyn took her death so hard. But it also meant a part of Sari stayed with Talyn.”

      “She never said anything about that.”

      “She hasn’t told many people.” Cuinn’s mouth quirked in a smile. “I think she’s afraid they’ll think she’s crazy. She’s not. Sari is still there, with her, talking to her when Talyn needs it.”

      Understanding spread over Alyna’s face. “And you think if Talyn were dead she would be in your head, talking to you?”

      “I do.” He said it without arrogance. Just with the simple certainty he felt all the way through to his bones.

      Alyna rose. “Good night, Cuinn.”

      She was halfway across the kitchen when running feet—multiple sets—pounded down the staircase leading from the level above. Cuinn stood, curious.

      Alyna glanced back at him, eyebrows raised, but he shrugged. “I’m confident you can protect me if we’re about to be attacked by very loud running assassins.”

      She almost smiled. He beamed inwardly.

      “Alyna! Cuinn! Are you down here?”

      It was Ariar’s voice, lifted in a loud bellow. He appeared moments later, leaping down the last few steps, curls ruffled, face alight, clutching a torn and filthy scrap of parchment in his hands. The First Blade appeared a heartbeat later, Ceannar on both their heels.

      “You all look very excited,” Cuinn drawled, his tone masking how fiercely he was being deluged in their emotions. He almost staggered back a step with the force of it. Something good had happened.

      “What is going on!” Alyna snapped.

      “Talyn’s alive.” Ariar brandished the parchment as if it were a victory banner. “She’s alive. She’s okay.”

      Cuinn sat down before his legs gave out completely. Alyna turned rigidly still.

      “Word from Warriors Leed and Seinn just arrived by bird.” Shia spoke briskly. “They saw Talyn in Acleu, on her way to Darmour to re-join the Wolves. She was in a slave camp this whole time but managed to escape. She was a little banged up, but they’re confident she’s okay.”

      He couldn’t speak. Could barely breathe around the lump in his throat. He lifted one shaking hand to his forehead, the boisterous conversation around him turning to a distant chatter.

      She was alive. She was okay. He wasn’t sure he remembered how to breathe.

      A soft touch on his shoulder broke the daze he’d fallen into. It was Alyna, sitting next to him on the bench. Her violet eyes were bright, sheened with tears.

      She gave him a single nod.

      He swallowed, smiled, reached out to curl an arm around her shoulders. She clung fiercely to him.

      Ariar joined them, sitting on Cuinn’s other side, wrapping a long arm around them both. “She’s alive.”

      And the First Blade and First Shield left them there together.
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      Talyn turned as the door opened after a quick knock. She’d been staring at her fire, but her mind was miles away, thinking over everything that had happened, putting together more pieces of the puzzle. The things she and Cuinn had missed. That the Dumnorix had missed.

      If they were going to figure a way out of this mess they were in, she needed to understand what had gone wrong. Ensure she didn’t make those mistakes again.

      Night had fallen and the only sound was the crackle and pop of the fire in the grate and the wind gusting outside. Jasper was asleep at her feet. “Saniya,” she greeted her cousin, pleased by the fortunate coincidence of her appearance. “You’re back from Darmour.”

      “I am,” Saniya said warily. “What is it? You look like you’re bursting to ask me something.”

      “I am. Was it Vengeance that assassinated Goldfeather, Iceflight and Flightbreeze?” she asked without preamble. “I’m not looking to lay blame. I just need to know.”

      “I told you before, we didn’t sneak around with tawncats and Shadows. It wasn’t us.” Saniya hesitated.

      “But?”

      “You already know that Navis provided us with money, weapons, information?” After Talyn’s nod, Saniya moved closer. “We never trusted Navis, and so where possible I had my people doing a little independent investigation. We became fairly certain that the money he was providing us came from one of the winged folk. Someone important. That’s when our relationship with Navis started to break down. We didn’t want winged folk money.”

      “Azrilan,” Talyn murmured.

      “We didn’t know it at the time, but it must have been. Goldfeather was the Queencouncil lord responsible for Mithranar’s treasury. I think he found out Azrilan was funneling money somewhere he shouldn’t.”

      Talyn frowned, shook her head. “Ravinire was convinced Iceflight was blackmailing Goldfeather about something and that’s why they were both killed.”

      “More likely, Goldfeather sought Iceflight’s advice about what to do with the information he’d discovered. After all, Iceflight was Mithanis’s man, no?” Saniya pointed out. “I doubt Goldfeather wanted to tell Mithanis himself that his brother was stealing crown money.”

      “And Savin killed them before they could tell Mithanis anything.” It tracked, but not entirely. Talyn frowned. “Then why kill Flightbreeze? Was it because Azrilan saw what a destabilising effect the unsolved murders had on his mother’s rule?”

      Saniya shrugged. “Makes sense. Nothing better to set terror into the hearts of indolent winged folk than a series of violent, unexplained murders that the WingGuard was helpless to do anything about. Made their queen look weak. Suited us just fine too.”

      “Then we have to assume that Azrilan was helping Savin with the murders by controlling the tawncat with his song magic? Where is the creature now?”

      Saniya shoved her hands in her pockets, impatience lining her voice. “Who cares? We’ve got bigger problems to deal with.”

      “No, we don’t.” Talyn dropped into a chair and motioned for Saniya to do the same. “Azrilan beat us before because we didn’t understand what was going on. We allowed him to manipulate all of us. To win now, we have to get ahead of his games. It’s the unknowns that could tear us apart again.”

      It was what she’d been mulling over in this room for the past full-turn, for the past weeks as she healed and returned to combat training. She’d been so confident before, yet she’d had literally no idea what Azrilan and Tarcos were up too. She couldn’t afford for that to happen again.

      “Fine, but we still have more important things to deal with than figuring out where a murderous tawncat is,” Saniya said flatly.

      Talyn finally registered the agitation in her cousin’s face. “What is it? Something wrong in Darmour?”

      “One of my people caught wind of a stockpile of izerdia being shipped into Darmour tomorrow night. Its arrival is being kept really quiet—only the Patrol commander and watch-officer on duty know about it.”

      In the month since Talyn’s return to the SkyReach, their forces had stopped two supply boats full of wood being transported to Acleu and staged a raid on the main stores of copper in the mines ready to be shipped south to Dock City. Three of theirs injured, no Falcons hurt, and two Bearmen killed.

      But their sudden activity had drawn the Armun and Shadows to them like flies to honey—for them, this was an opportunity to stalk Talyn’s forces to their hideout. But she’d planned for that. “You think it’s a trap?”

      Saniya gave her a look. “Why in flea-biting shit is the Kingcouncil sending izerdia to Darmour? If it was for the mines, it wouldn’t be so much, and it wouldn’t be all secretive. They know this will catch our attention.”

      “It has.” The excitement in Talyn’s voice caused Jasper to uncurl and blink sleepily. “And we’re going to hit it.”

      Saniya opened her mouth as if to protest, but then sighed. “You were waiting for this.”

      “I was.”

      “And you want to walk into an ambush why?”

      “Because I want to turn it around on them.”

      Saniya frowned, her gaze troubled as she stared into the fire.

      “You hate the idea that much?” Talyn asked, surprised at Saniya’s lack of response. “I honestly thought you’d like it.”

      “No, I do. It’s just… what you said just now, about understanding Azrilan properly.” Saniya ran a hand through her hair. “There’s something going on.”

      “Tell me.” Talyn leaned forward.

      “Len mentioned something else when I spoke to him. Messages being sent back and forth between Acleu and Arataire carried by a single Armun. Nobody seems to know what’s in them. One of our people tried following one of the messengers and never returned. It’s fragmentary, I know, and normally I’d brush it off, but…”

      “It doesn’t feel right.” Talyn trusted her cousin’s instincts.

      Saniya shook her head.

      Talyn considered it. “Who is sending the messages in Acleu?”

      “The city governor. Your Callanan have either tailed or spoken to every servant in his household. None of them know the contents of the messages, or even who they’re for, though presumably it’s Azrilan.” Saniya waved a hand. “And before you ask, it’s a different Armun messenger every time.”

      “I think it’s safe to assume Azrilan is up to something that isn’t obvious to any of us.” Talyn rose. “We need more operating space, here and in Acleu. Force pressure back on him, force him into making a mistake. Come with me? We need to talk to Corrin, Windsong and Zamaril.”

      “I do like your ambush plan.” Saniya’s shoulders shook a little as she followed Talyn, as if she were trying to shake away her unease. “It feels good to go on the offensive for once.”

      Talyn smiled, walking with renewed vigour in her steps, anticipatory excitement unfurling in her stomach. She’d spent a month hidden away in the SkyReach, obeying Jystar’s instructions to let her back heal properly, resuming her physical training in a graduated way so as to rebuild the strength and muscle tone her body had lost.

      But she’d had enough of stamina training and endless drills with her Wolves.

      It was time to get into the fight.

      

      Four nights later, Talyn and Zamaril stood in an empty street, rain pouring from the sky above, flooding the gaps between the cobblestones with water and sending it gushing from over-burdened drains.

      It felt odd not to have Jasper nearby—she’d grown accustomed to his faithful shadow since breaking out of the camp—but she’d left him behind in the SkyReach with Windsong. Anyone spotting a tawncat on the streets of Darmour would either panic and start a furor, or guess Talyn or Cuinn or the Wolves were nearby. Or all of the above.

      They were two blocks back from the northern end of the docks. Across the street stood a two-story warehouse sitting amongst a block of other two-story warehouses. Ramshackle but large, some were in use, while others sat empty. The one they waited across from had been abandoned for months.

      Over at the docks, the shipment of izerdia should be arriving.

      Talyn and Zamaril were hidden by darkness. There were no lamps to light the streets in this part of town, and rainclouds hid most of the moonlight. Even so, they were pressed against the wall of a shop, hidden deep in the shadow. Neither of them spoke.

      She estimated a quarter-turn for the ship to tie up at the jetty and begin unloading. Then her Wolves, led by Corrin, would hit them.

      If the trap sprung there, Corrin’s handpicked strike team was prepared for it and they would be able to fight their way out. But Talyn was confident it wouldn’t happen there. If Armun had planned this, they’d let the Wolves steal the izerdia, then follow them back to their ‘hideout,’ a much bigger prize.

      They had time to wait. She didn’t make the mistake of moving, making a sound, or relaxing in any way at all. Neither did Zamaril.

      Instead she watched the curtains of falling rain. Concentrated on not moving. She fought down the growing restlessness, the ache of standing so still. Came to the realisation that she could never be a Shadow or Armun.

      Sari’s chuckle rippled through her mind. “Me either.”

      The first Wolves appeared slightly ahead of schedule, two of them, slinking down the street to Talyn’s left, sticking to the shadows where they could, clearly keeping an eye on their surroundings. Each carried a wooden box in their hands—presumably the stolen izerdia. After studying the street for the few moments to make sure it was empty, they entered the warehouse across the street.

      Moments later, a faint orange glow kindled in one of the second story windows.

      “You don’t think that’s a bit much?” Zamaril breathed at her side, barely audible over the rain.

      It was a fine balance. They didn’t want to make it too obvious, but… “A dark and empty building might not convince them we’re in there,” she murmured.

      Zamaril nodded imperceptibly. Fell silent again.

      Four more Wolves came sneaking down the road to Talyn’s right, crossing the street one by one after making a good show of checking their surroundings. A little shiver of relief went through her at each sighting—they were okay.

      Two more groups of Wolves snuck into the warehouse over the next half-turn.

      Only one of those two groups had lost their tail.

      It was Zamaril who spotted them. After the last group went into the warehouse, he nudged her slightly, his head shifting to the left.

      She stared, strained her eyes through the rain and the darkness. For a long moment she couldn’t see anything. She was about to turn and ask Zamaril if he was certain when she caught it... and went even more still, if that were possible.

      On the same side of the street as they were, but one block to the south. A single blur of movement as someone slid around a corner and out of sight.

      “How many?” she breathed.

      “Two.”

      Shit, she’d only seen the one. The second must be a Shadow. Thank the skies she’d brought Zamaril with her.

      “Go,” she murmured.

      They had to move quickly. One of the followers, probably the Shadow, would stay to keep an eye on the warehouse while the other would go back to where the Armun were holed up in Darmour to report in that they’d found the Wolves’ hideout.

      Exactly what Talyn wanted.

      She and Zamaril inched their way to the corner, slowly enough that their movement wouldn’t be noticeable in the darkness, then circled the block at a run, pausing to press themselves against the wall of the street corner. The lookout was around to their right. The other was heading away down the street to their left.

      “I’ll take the lookout.” Despite her Callanan training, Talyn wasn’t confident she could successfully tail an Armun without being noticed. Zamaril could do it in his sleep.

      They moved at the same time.

      Talyn dove right, not bothering to try and sneak up on the Shadow. She had to do this quickly enough that Zamaril didn’t get too far ahead of her.

      She literally couldn’t see the Shadow amidst his cloaking magic, but she knew the rough approximation of where he had to be, and increased her pace, drawing a dagger. Rain slicked her skin, splashed up in puddles under her boots.

      He stepped out to attack, knife flashing. She dodged aside, slammed her elbow into his jaw, then gripped the wrist holding the knife and twisted sharply. He dropped it with a cry of pain, his hold on the shadows vanishing at the same time.

      She brought her knife sliding across his throat, then turned and left him bleeding out in the rain.

      Zamaril was just vanishing around a corner two blocks away.

      Talyn started running.

      

      The Armun led them on a merry dance across the city, the Firthlander spies as well-trained and disciplined as their Shadow brethren in keeping themselves hidden and discreet. The only difference was that one could hide in the shadows and was trained to assassinate, while the other had no shadow magic, but was just as deadly in their ability to find secrets and information—or plant it.

      Eventually, over a full-turn later, and after a long stop at an inn that had Talyn itching with frustration, Zamaril stopped in an alleyway a block ahead of her and didn’t move.

      She gave it a quarter-turn, then crept over to join him.

      The alley walls were high, closed in by apartment buildings, most of which had lit windows despite the late hour. Zamaril stood in a pool of darkness under one of several rusted stairwells leading to higher levels.

      “That one.” He pointed to a set of windows three stories up on the eastern side of the alley.

      “It’s the highest floor.” She scanned their surroundings. “Go in via the roof?”

      “It’s what I would do.”

      She smirked. “You’re the thief. I’ll follow you.”

      He led her around to the other side of the same building, the rain still driving into her face, having long since soaked through her clothing. She barely noticed. Anticipation had kindled a flame of warmth in her chest that wasn’t going out anytime soon.

      In what she thought was an abundance of caution, Zamaril broke into a building further down the street, crept up to that roof, then made her clamber over the neighbouring rooves.

      “This is how I was the best thief in Dock City,” he muttered when he caught the look on her face. “By being careful.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” she countered. “You’ve never been able to explain how the best thief in Dock City got himself caught.”

      Zamaril was through the lock on the roof access in seconds, and they moved quietly down the interior stairwell. Nothing looked or sounded out of place. Amidst the dull roar of the rain hitting the roof came the usual sounds of a building full of people.

      Talyn drew her dagger when Zamaril paused outside a non-descript door that looked identical to the other doors in the hall. A crooked number thirteen hung from the paint-chipped wood. “You sure this is the one?”

      He gave her a scornful look.

      “Fine.” She rolled her eyes. “Remember, go straight for the windows. I’ll hold the door. Those should be the only two ways out... I hope.”

      Another scornful look.

      “Attitude, Zamaril,” she warned, grinning. “Now do your magic.”

      Zamaril had the lock picked without a sound in three heartbeats.

      He went through the door at a run, Talyn close behind. Down a short, narrow hall and into an open living area lit by the hearth to their left.

      Zamaril kept running, leaping up to the couch, across the table, and flipping before landing gracefully by the window. He beat one man there by seconds. “Nope,” he said, drawing his sword and holding it ready. “Back you go.”

      Talyn stopped at the room’s entrance, trained gaze taking in the situation in a single sweep.

      Three men, two women. A Shadow and four Armun at a guess. All armed, but none holding drawn weapons. Four on the couch—it was the Shadow who’d made a run for the windows. He was only half visible, trying to cloak himself in the shadows from the dim corners.

      “How did you find us?” a male Armun asked. He was soaked, his dripping cloak making a puddle on the floor. He’d clearly been so eager to share his news he hadn’t bothered to take it off.

      “We followed you. Your little ambush at the docks gave us a nice opportunity to turn the tables.” She smiled without warmth. “Hate to tell you, but that warehouse you followed us to isn’t our hideout.”

      “We’re armed.” A female Armun slowly rose to her feet, her calm and confidence indicating she was the leader. “If you attack, we’ll defend ourselves.”

      “I’m sorry,” Talyn said, meaning it. “But we can’t afford to leave you alive.”

      The Shadow lunged at Zamaril while the Armun came for Talyn. Armun were elite fighters, almost as good as Callanan, and they could suck at her Callanan magic, draining it in a blink.

      So she didn’t use it.

      Talyn parried the first knife thrust, swung around behind the woman, and buried her dagger in the Armun’s back, right through her heart. She ducked the second woman’s swing as she yanked the blade out, leaping up onto the back of the couch to avoid being flanked. Sheathing the dagger, she spun into a kick, slamming her boot into the nearest Armun. As he staggered away she jumped at the next, drawing to parry his knife, sweep his foot out from under him, then follow as he fell, sliding her blade into his heart.

      She rose, breathing fast, scanning the room. Zamaril had killed the Shadow and remaining Armun and was watching.

      “Well,” he said, “it’s going to be much easier to operate in Darmour now.”

      Talyn cocked her head. “Until Tarcos sends more.”

      “If he sends more. I doubt he’s got an infinite supply lying around, and I imagine your friends are raining merry hell on them in Acleu too.” His face darkened as his gaze scanned the room for any other potential threats. “Not to mention the hounds hunting Prince Cuinn.”

      Zamaril had a point. She forced away the rush of fear that tried to sweep through her at the idea of Shadows on Cuinn’s tail. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “Wait.” Zamaril moved to the fireplace, quickly stamping out the fire with his boot before reaching in to pull out the remaining scraps of what had been burning in there.

      Talyn went to kneel beside him, studying the burned scraps as he laid them out.

      “‘Port’… ‘four divisions’...” He read aloud from one, then, “‘Warlord has approved’. What do you think it means?”

      “No idea. But it confirms Azrilan and Tarcos are working on something together.” Impatience surged. She hated not knowing.

      Zamaril picked up a larger piece of charred parchment that had been lying under the others. “‘Armun report planned Aimsir redeployment to Conmoran border’….‘Fivemonth. Week three’….‘signal to move.’”

      Talyn cursed. “That’s a month away.”

      Urgency thrummed at her. Azrilan and Tarcos were planning something in the Twin Thrones. It might be nothing. Just a status report.

      But her instincts told her it was worse than that. They were planning something in particular. Something the Twin Thrones wouldn’t see coming.

      She needed to figure out what it was.
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      Talyn and Zamaril arrived back at the real safehouse not long after midnight.

      “A couple full-turns of sleep, then I want to get into the mines while it’s still dark,” she said as they climbed long narrow steps up to the apartment. Her body ached pleasantly—nothing worse than she’d always felt after a fight. For the hundredth time she sent silent thanks to Jystar for his work.

      “I’m as keen to get back as you are,” the thief agreed.

      Reaching the door, she knocked out the code, waited until a return knock came from inside—signaling all was well—before she opened the door and entered. They often didn’t keep a fire going, so it was dim inside and it took her a moment to register the two additional people in the room aside from Saniya.

      “Let me guess.” Cynia’s voice sounded dryly. “Darmour’s contingent of Armun and Shadows is no more.”

      Talyn grinned, crossed the room to hug her friends. “What are you two doing here?”

      “It’s certainly not for the décor,” Leviana grumbled. “A fire would be nice.”

      “We do our best to make it appear as if nobody lives here full time,” Saniya said. “Standard practice for keeping an un-discovered safehouse.”

      “Could we at least have a lamp?” Cynia asked.

      Without a word, Talyn and Zamaril went over to pull thick curtains across the room’s two windows, and then Saniya struck flint and lit a lantern, placing it on a small table in the centre of the room. “Liadin’s team?” Talyn asked Saniya.

      “Holed up in the warehouse waiting in case any Armun or Shadows broke free of your trap,” Saniya confirmed. “All safe and accounted for.”

      “None got free,” Zamaril said simply. “They’re in for a quiet night.”

      It was only once the lamp’s dim glow began to suffuse the room that Talyn noticed the bruising on Leviana’s jaw and the bandage wrapping Cynia’s left calf. Worry flooded her. “What happened?”

      “A run in with a particularly nasty Armun on our way out of Acleu.” Leviana shrugged. “He won’t be bothering anybody else.”

      “Something’s wrong,” Talyn said as they gathered around the table, not framing it as a question. Her friends were tense, standing close together as if for reassurance.

      “Azrilan’s fleet is ready to go,” Cynia said bluntly. “Ten ships are sailing south along the Montagni coast from Darinoue as we speak, where they’ll join twenty more waiting at Acleu. Six more are on their way to Feather Bay to pick up every bit of izerdia the Kingcouncil currently has stored at the citadel.”

      Saniya whistled. “You got all of that? I’m impressed.”

      “We got more,” Leviana continued. “The ships from Darinoue are packed with Berserkers, those in Acleu with cavalry and slave infantrymen. Tarcos is sending two Firthlander ships to meet them halfway with three legions of niever-flyers to protect the fleet.”

      “Three legions.” Talyn frowned, sitting back. “He’s been at war for what, five months? And battling SkyRiders that entire time. Three legions has to be a significant percentage of his remaining force.”

      “He’s over-extending,” Zamaril said quietly.

      “For good reason,” Saniya pointed out. “A war fleet that size, protected by over a hundred niever-flyers, has an excellent chance of making it to the northern coastline of Conmor. That’s a small army marching inland, a new front for the Dumnorix army to contend with.”

      Talyn’s gaze flicked to Zamaril—could that be what the message they’d recovered had been talking about?

      “There’s more, we think.” Cynia looked grim.

      Talyn’s heart sank. “What is it?”

      “Saniya, one of your people managed to get himself seated near a group of Montagni naval officers drinking together.” Leviana took a breath. “They were drunk, and not overly coherent, but they were of the belief that their war fleet is being timed to coincide with something.”

      “What?” Zamaril demanded.

      “It wasn’t clear. My guess? An attack Tarcos is planning to launch ahead of the fleet arriving to draw forces away from the Conmoran north coast,” Cynia said.

      A brief silence fell. Talyn kept pacing. “That fits with something Zamaril and I just learned.” She gave them a quick explanation.

      “The secret messages to and from Arataire.” Saniya was on her feet now too. “It’s all connected, surely. But how?”

      “To defend against a fleet this size, the Twin Thrones will need to bring the Greencloaks and longbows in from Calumnia.” Leviana looked at her partner.

      “If they can march them over the Ayrlemyre and all the way to northern Conmor before it arrives,” Talyn murmured. “Fivemonth is only a few weeks away. And then they’ll be vulnerable to a flanking attack from the south—something both Azrilan and Tarcos are clever enough to do. I wouldn’t be surprised if that’s what Tarcos was planning.”

      “We’ve known this was coming,” Saniya said sensibly. “Now it’s here, so let’s deal with it.”

      “She’s right,” Zamaril, looking unhappy to be agreeing with her. “The solution is to stop the fleet. That gives the Dumnorix a fighting chance against whatever else Tarcos and Azrilan are planning, right?”

      Silence fell.

      It wasn’t as simple as that. Whatever Tarcos was planning, it would be clever, and unexpected. And if the Twin Thrones didn’t know where the threat was coming from, there was no way to properly defend against it.

      Talyn halted her pacing. “I have to go to Port Lachley,” she said, throwing up a hand to forestall the protests forming on all their faces. “Levs, Cynia, estimated arrival of the ships travelling to Feather Bay for the izerdia?”

      “I’d guess two days from now, then a day or two to load up, and two more days to re-join the fleet,” Cynia said. “The ships from Darinoue will have arrived by then, and I imagine they won’t linger long before sailing south.”

      “The ships Tarcos is sending with the nievers—have they set off yet?”

      “Don’t know.”

      “Look, Tal, if you’re heading home, we’re coming with you. That’s non-negotiable.” Leviana wore her fiercest expression.

      Talyn smothered a smile. “Saniya, I need to get to Dock City. Zamaril, myself, the two Callanan and ten of the Wolves that came with us for tonight’s ambush.”

      “You don’t ask for much,” Saniya said sourly. “But it’s doable.”

      “Good, make room for yourself as well.”

      “Really?” She brightened.

      “Yes, but after we do what we need to in Dock City, you’ll be on the first boat across the channel to Acleu to take command of your network and the remaining Callanan there. You’re going to do your utmost to take apart that fleet before it leaves. Zamaril, can you go to the warehouse and speak with Liadin? Tell him the plan. He should take the rest of the Wolves back to the outpost tonight and fill Windsong and Corrin in.”

      He nodded and left, the door clicking soft shut behind him.

      “Levs, Cynia, start talking. Saniya needs to know everything you do.”

      Cynia lifted a hand. “You said after we do what we need to do. I take it you have some sort of crazy plan?”

      Talyn grinned. “When do I not have a crazy plan?”

      “This is so exciting!” Sari chirped in then.

      “Isn’t it!”

      “You sure you’re not coming up with some crazy plan just so you can go south and see Cuinn?”

      Talyn’s smile widened. “That’s the beauty of it. This is my most epic plan ever, and it just so happens carrying it out means I get to go see Cuinn. And my family.” Finally.

      “In that case, let’s get started.”
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      Cuinn bustled out of his room, shirt mostly buttoned, hair damp. The echo of the ringing bells announcing an inbound SkyRider still sounded through the corridors. An eagle landing at the fortress rather than the adjacent SkyRider roost meant an important message for the family, so he’d dressed quickly and bolted out.

      Theac waited outside, impeccable in a clean uniform. A quarter-turn earlier, they’d both been sparring in the yard with Evani and other Kingshield.

      “How do you do that so fast?” Cuinn asked him as the two began walking for the war room.

      “Some of us don’t need to preen over our appearance, Your Highness.”

      “Be grateful there’s nothing to be done about that ugly mug of yours, Theac. I am regent, remember. I need to look regal.”

      “Yes, Your Highness.” A smile twitched at Theac’s mouth as he cleared his throat. “Do you think it’s word from the southeast?”

      They’d sent fresh troops to reinforce the lines two weeks ago when the Firthlander forces began pressing so hard there was danger of them breaking through. The diversion of troops to the Calumnian border had cost them. But so far they were still holding the lines.

      “I’m hoping it’s news telling us the great big Montagni war fleet about to head this way sank in a freak storm.” That depressing tidbit of information, from the Callanan in Acleu, had arrived two days earlier.

      His boots rapped on the stone floor as he marched into the audience chamber. Alyna would have made herself available the moment the bell sounded, but he was surprised to find Ariar there as well.

      “You’re usually on a horse this time of day,” Cuinn commented.

      “The bells intrigued me. Maybe this one is a good message,” Ariar said sourly.

      Soar came through the doors on the heels of Ariar’s comment, and all three Dumnorix straightened. The Sky Chieftain had been away leading the SkyRider hunt for the ships full of nievers Tarcos was sending to meet with the Montagni war fleet.

      A quick use of magic told him Soar wasn’t bringing good news, though. He sighed. “Lay it on us, Cousin.”

      “How do you do that?” Ariar complained.

      “It’s my magic, which I’ve explained before,” Cuinn said dryly.

      Soar dragged off his beanie, exhaustion in every line of his body, and dropped into a chair. “We can’t find the ships.”

      Cuinn winced, and he tried to keep the unease that announcement caused from leaking out through his song magic. If Tarcos’s legions of niever-flyers successfully joined the Montagni war fleet, they’d have to throw most of their SkyRider force at it to have any chance of stopping them making landfall on the Port Lachley coastline.

      And with so many niever-flyers, they’d lose a lot of SkyRiders. SkyRiders that were the main reason ships weren’t landing in force on their eastern coast.

      “I’m not surprised.” Alyna spoke what they were all thinking. “Tarcos probably sent his ships on a heading far to the north before veering west to join the Montagni fleet—he knows the range of our eagles off the coast is limited.”

      “Then we need to send the navy out there to try and intercept them,” Ariar said, pacing the floor by the table. His frustration was visible, and it made Cuinn want to leap out of his chair and start pacing too. Sometimes song magic was as much of a curse as it was a blessing.

      “If we do that, they’ll be searching miles of ocean with no idea of where to look,” Cuinn disagreed. “We need them here to throw at the Montagni fleet when it arrives.”

      “What if we make a hard push in the mountains—rather than holding the lines in the foothills, we send the army in, try and force the Firthlander forces back to give us a bit of time to redeploy to the north and defend against the fleet?” Alyna suggested.

      “It might work,” Ariar said. “But having to face such a fleet—we’ll take a big hit. We might not have enough to deploy back to the mountains and hold them. And the distances involved… we can’t move our army around quickly enough.”

      “Not to mention sending our infantry into the rugged terrain of the mountains against Bearmen is a recipe for disaster,” Soar pointed out. “Your Aimsir could do it on a smaller scale like before, Ariar, but I don’t think we can afford to send enough of them into the mountains to do what Alyna is suggesting. It would leave our defensive lines horribly vulnerable.”

      That was what Cuinn feared too. But he didn’t have any better solutions—war strategy wasn’t his forte. Anxiety made his chest tight. The situation felt akin to holding onto a precipitous clifftop with aching fingers that were slowly losing their grip. And right now, he didn’t have the answers they needed.

      The terrible truth was, if the war fleet arrived, the Twin Thrones couldn’t defend against it while it was still facing the Firthlander invasion. The Callanan, SkyRiders and Aimsir were elite, but their numbers were limited and they were already stretched too thin. The whole room knew it—the silence was heavy with the weight of that knowledge.

      “Dammit, where is Saundin?” Soar slammed a frustrated hand on the table and rose to his feet.

      “Even if our plan with him works, it won’t be in time to recall those ships full of niever-flyers going to join the Montagni fleet,” Ariar pointed out.

      The table sank into another bitter silence, all of them mulling over the problem. The sound of the door opening broke it and they watched Theac stride across the stone to Cuinn. The Wolf leaned down to murmur in his ear.

      “Saundin is here. In your rooms.”

      Relief sank through him and Cuinn leapt to his feet. “Soar, it seems like your demand has been met. Lunch in my quarters? We can come back to solving impossible problems after we’ve had something to eat.”

      

      The anticipation of the three Dumnorix buzzed around Cuinn like an annoying gnat as they headed up to his rooms. They’d guessed instantly at the reason for his invitation.

      “Could you just take a breath? All of you, please,” he ended up pleading.

      Three surprised looks turned his way. Which just added confusion to the anticipation hitting him. He sighed and did his best to ignore it.

      Saundin didn’t appear from within Cuinn’s bedroom until all of them were inside and Theac and Evani had closed the door. Cuinn’s song magic immediately swung from anticipation to dread. The Armun was expressionless as always, but he carried bad news.

      “Rados didn’t go for it.” Cuinn’s shoulders slumped. What was he going to do now? He had no other ideas, no solutions.

      “It’s not that. And I’m sorry I’ve taken so long. I would have been here a week ago but I heard something odd as I was leaving Samatia and thought it worth the risk to stay and find out more.”

      Alyna crossed the room and sat on Cuinn’s sofa. He took the seat beside her, Soar on the other side. Ariar remained standing by the fireplace.

      Saundin dropped smoothly into the remaining chair and clasped his hands. “Rados is open to negotiations with you. It will require you getting him out of Firthland safely, and given what I know of him, I suggest you send someone important to fetch him. You need to make him feel like he’s being treated with the right amount of respect.”

      Cuinn wanted to be happy at this news. Relieved. Grateful that his plan might be bearing fruit. But all that was stifled under dread. “And what’s the bad news?”

      “I’m sorry I don’t have more to give you, but...” Saundin took a breath. “Seven Shadows were dispatched from Samatia over the course of a week just before I left. I spoke to a friend who is one of the Shadowlord’s aides—the orders for the Shadows came after a series of highly discreet messages exchanged between Tarcos and Azrilan.”

      “Messages about what?” Soar demanded.

      “They were carried by a single trusted Armun chosen by Tarcos. The way I understand it, not even the Shadowlord knew the contents. The warlord was taking every precaution possible that these messages were not intercepted or read by anyone but Azrilan.”

      “Where were the seven Shadows going?” Alyna asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      A muscle in Ariar’s jaw ticked. “They might be coming at us again. We’ll have to alert the Kingshield.”

      “It makes sense. Assassinating Aethain worked for Tarcos before. If he takes us out, worst case there’ll be enough turmoil in the kingdom leadership to make full invasion much easier. Best case the Lords’ councils just hand the Twin Thrones over to him,” Soar said grimly.

      Cuinn’s eyes shot to Saundin. There’d been something in his expression. “You don’t agree?”

      Saundin lifted a hand to stroke his beard. “I do, actually. But I would advise against assuming you know what Tarcos is up to. The lengths he’s gone to in keeping the messages secret are extreme, and that tells me whatever he’s planning, it’s big. And risky.”

      “I think we can assume that whatever it is, it’ll be timed to coincide with the Montagni fleet’s arrival.” Alyna stood. “I’ll go and brief Ceannar now. We’ll make sure the Kingshield are on full alert.”

      “We’ll need to discuss who goes to fetch Rados, too,” Cuinn said.

      “If you’ll loan me a SkyRider, I’ll leave for Samatia now and let Rados know you’ve agreed to extract him to conduct the negotiations here in Port Lachley.” Saundin crossed to the desk and quickly scribbled out a note on a blank piece of parchment. “I will meet whoever you send at this location in seven days, and I’ll use the time to try and find out more on what Tarcos is planning.”

      “Thank you.” Cuinn shook his hand, hesitating. “I know that by doing this, you’re technically betraying your warlord, but—”

      “I don’t need you to tell me what I’m doing.” Saundin said tightly.

      Cuinn studied him, sensing only resolve with a hint of regret in the man “All right. Theac, will you ask one of the SkyRider Kingshield to get Saundin back to Firthland as fast as possible? Take one of the naval patrol boats—that’s the quickest way to get a SkyRider in range of the Firthlander coast.” With that combination, Saundin should be back within three days or so.

      Theac saluted, opened the door for Saundin, and the two men left.

      “Are we sure we can trust him?” Soar asked once the door closed. “He could be playing us all.”

      “Talyn does. That’s good enough for me.” Ariar pushed off the wall. “I’m going to get a ride in before we talk about who goes to fetch Rados.”

      Once they were both gone, Cuinn sank into a chair by the unlit fire, running a tired hand through his hair. He wished Talyn was there so badly the feeling overwhelmed him. At least he now knew she was alive and safe. Just knowing that… it made him stronger, more confident. Even so, unease thrummed through him.

      What was Tarcos planning?
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      Talyn, Saniya, Zamaril, the two Callanan and ten Wolves travelled down the west coast of Mithranar from Darmour in three separate fishing vessels. They made landfall in the eerie hours before dawn in a remote, forested area on the western peninsula that cradled Feather Bay.

      From there, Leviana, Cynia and the Wolves remained hidden while Saniya led Talyn and Zamaril through the trees until the forest thinned and they reached the outskirts of Dock City.

      When they stepped out into hot, Mithranan sunlight, the ramshackle city laid out before them, Talyn stopped. Her eyes drank in the beautiful marble wall and gushing waterfall, then swept out over the turquoise bay and the chaotic hustle of the Dock Quarter. A deep breath filled her lungs with spices and thick, soupy air. Sweat already trickled down her back.

      “Something wrong?” Saniya asked.

      “I’m fine.” Talyn took another deep breath. “It’s just... it’s good to be home.”

      “Once we enter the city, you can’t afford to be spotted or this game is over before it’s even begun.” Saniya looked at Zamaril too. “Keep those hoods down over your faces and let me do the talking if anyone speaks to us.”

      “We heard you the first time,” Talyn said impatiently.

      They mingled with the crowds on the busy streets as Saniya led them through the Wealthy Quarter and into the Dock Quarter. Despite Saniya’s caution, Talyn thought it unlikely she or Zamaril would be recognised. Her eyes were admittedly unique, but they were mostly hidden by the hood, and the tattoo and scar on her face would deter people from looking too closely. And Zamaril had always been adept at being innocuous.

      The raucous clatter and the myriad scents overlaid with sweat and humidity, after so long gone, were like a balm to her still-healing spirit. Even Zamaril wore a little smile at her side.

      Even so, she didn’t fail to notice the change in mood since she’d been here last.

      Then, cautious hope had pervaded the streets. Mithanis had been defeated and Cuinn was on the verge of taking the throne and marrying a Dumnorix princess in a formal alliance with the Twin Thrones. For the first time ever, the humans looked forward to the possibility of a home that treated them as equals, not inferiors.

      How quickly that hope had crumbled.

      Now the humans looked cowed and afraid, and there was a visibly stronger presence of WingGuard flying over the streets and standing guard on major corners. City Patrolmen were equally numerous, though from what Talyn could tell the two parties regarded each other with wariness and suspicion.

      Talyn sucked in a breath, refusing to let guilt or despair claim her. They would fight on. They would bring that hope back. She would settle for nothing less. And she knew without doubt that Cuinn was doing the exact same thing.

      Still… doubt continued to nag at her. Doubt in her ability to counter another move of Tarcos’s. She’d failed before so thoroughly, it was hard to be sure she could see whatever they planned next in time to stop it.

      She and Zamaril both started when a whoosh of wings rushed over their heads, feathers almost close enough to touch. Saniya slowed as, just ahead, five Falcons dropped out of the sky, surrounding a man about to enter a shop. Without hesitation, two of the Falcons grabbed the man’s arms, while the other three spread out to keep the public from interceding.

      The man struggled, but all he earned for his efforts was a hard blow behind the ear. He slumped in his captors’ arms, moaning in pain and bleeding.

      Without making a conscious decision, Talyn lurched forward, one hand going to the knife hidden in her sleeve. Before she could move two steps, an iron-hard grip closed over her forearm and yanked her back.

      “Do nothing or you’ll never get out of here!” Saniya hissed in her ear.

      “I can’t just walk away.” I am their Ciantar, she wanted to scream.

      “You have to.” Now Zamaril was at her side too, helping Saniya to shepherd her away as unobtrusively as possible.

      Bitterly torn, she reluctantly allowed Saniya and Zamaril to guide her away down a side street. The man’s cries of fear followed them, scraping over every nerve she had.

      “You used to have better control of yourself,” Saniya muttered, finally dropping her arm.

      Her mouth tightened in affront, but she didn’t deny it. The injuries, the slave camp, the desperate fear for Cuinn and her Wolves, it had left her with mere remnants of her hard-won control. As if she were still a flayed nerve, exposed for all the world to see. She had to re-learn it. Tried not to be afraid that she never would.

      “It’ll take time. You’ll get there,” Sari murmured.

      As if sensing her distress, Zamaril leaned into her briefly, shoulder to shoulder, before swinging away again. Her emotion settled to a manageable ache.

      “Talyn, you know Zamaril—”

      “Don’t. Just don’t, Sari.”

      Talyn’s heart began thudding when they approached their destination, Saniya slowing their pace even further to ensure it didn’t seem as if there was any particular purpose to their movements.

      A small bell chimed over the café door when Saniya opened it and strolled towards the scruffy young man making kahvi for his customers. Talyn and Zamaril lingered in the corner.

      Petro stiffened the moment he saw Saniya, then his eyes immediately roamed the room until they fell on Talyn. He looked away just as quickly, carefully putting down the pot of steaming liquid he was stirring. Then he came out from behind the counter and walked around to unlock a door leading into the back. “Come through here.” He waved the three of them over.

      Talyn and Zamaril followed Saniya without comment, hoping none of the other customers thought to wonder what two hooded people not obviously carrying anything were doing. Petro came last, closing the door behind them and cutting off the light.

      They walked into a storage room lit by a single lamp hanging from the centre of the ceiling. Once they were all crowded inside, Zamaril and Talyn pushed their hoods back and Petro swung to face Talyn. He took a halting step forward, then reached out to take her hand. “Ciantar.”

      She squeezed it. “It’s good to see you, Petro. Thank you for helping us.”

      A smile flashed over his face. “I hear you have a plan.”

      A knock sounded at the back door. Petro gestured for them to move into the shadows out of the line of sight of the door, then went to open it. The moment he saw who it was, he stepped back to wave them through.

      A small, straight-shouldered man stepped inside, his watchful demeanour indicating he spent a lot of time looking out for danger. He looked different in the motley attire he was wearing, less proper than when he wore his Wolf uniform, his dark hair longer and stubble on his jaw. But he was still the talon Talyn had always been able to rely upon.

      His eyes went straight to her. “Ciantar?” he asked tentatively.

      “Andres!” She crossed the room and threw her arms around him before he could process what was happening. He hugged her back, then seemed to realise who he was hugging and stepped away, clearing his throat awkwardly.

      She smiled, trying to hold back tears. “It’s really good to see you, Talon Tye.”

      “I’m alive too.” Zamaril chose that moment to step forward, his characteristic smirk lighting his narrow features.

      “Zamaril!” A wide, delighted smile crossed Andres’s face. The two men shook hands enthusiastically, beaming at each other.

      “My people generally just say hello when we see each other and then get on with things,” Saniya muttered. “You lot are positively nauseating.”

      Talyn chuckled. “Andres, I’m told you’ve been running our underground network here?”

      “Along with Len, her second.” Andres cocked an eyebrow Saniya’s way. “He would have been here, but he’s occupied with a situation that unexpectedly cropped up—six Montagni warships just arrived in the bay.”

      “Perfect.” Talyn smiled.

      “Are you finally going to tell us what your plan is?” Saniya asked pointedly.

      “I certainly am.” Talyn clapped her hands. “First, Saniya, Andres, can you get the Wolves and me up to the citadel without being seen, preferably inside the palace?”

      “You don’t ask much, do you?” She arched an eyebrow in a perfect imitation of Talyn. “Why?”

      A smile curled at Talyn’s mouth. “Because we’re going to put on a nice display for Dock City. Some entertainment for the humans and a distraction for anyone paying attention to Feather Bay.”

      “A distraction from what?” Andres asked.

      “From Zamaril, Leviana and Cynia doing a stealthy bit of work. And from me getting out of the harbour on a ship south,” Talyn said.

      Zamaril smirked. “I’m good at stealthy work.”

      “Love entertaining displays, myself,” Andres echoed. “Whatever you’re planning, though, I hope it takes into account a larger number of Falcons than usual in the palace.”

      “Why?” She frowned.

      “King Azrilan is here. He arrived a few days ago—word is, he came to check in on how Swiftwing is managing things. The copper production has dropped in the north, the wood shipments to Montagn have stopped, and he doesn’t like it.”

      Grins all round. Azrilan was uncomfortable enough to make a personal trip here. A little bit of Talyn’s doubt receded. Maybe she could do this.

      Still, the news of his presence was a shock. Talyn had planned her display for Azrilan’s Kingcouncil, banking on word of it quickly making its way to Arataire. She hadn’t expected to find him here, right in front of her.

      But it could work. It could work really well.

      “Anything on the secret messages the Acleu governor has been sending to Arataire?” Saniya asked quietly.

      Andres shook his head. “Len’s got one of his best informants coming over for a scheduled meet on the dawn tide tomorrow. We’re hoping he’s managed to learn something. Azrilan wouldn’t be putting so much effort into secrecy unless he was hiding something big. I admit it worries me.”

      “Us too.” Zamaril filled him in on what they’d learned in Darmour.

      “Have we considered that the messages are simply passing through the governor?” Andres asked them. “What if they’re coming from Samatia?”

      “From Tarcos.” Talyn murmured the words. It made her instincts scream to life. She should have thought of it herself. “Nice, Andres.”

      “This isn’t good,” Saniya muttered. “It’s making me itch. And things are never good when I start to itch.”

      “One thing at a time.” Talyn lifted her hand before they let the cloud of uneasiness that was building drown them completely. “Tomorrow, we’re going to bring a bit of hope back to Mithranar and strike a blow against Azrilan while we’re at it. Maybe it will be enough to stop whatever he’s planning. And if it’s not, then we will deal with that too.”

      “I wish I was there!” Sari said enviously.

      “Me too. This is one of those plans you would have loved.”

      It was time to fight back.
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      The ringing bells sounded urgently through the pre-dawn hours. Sleeping uneasily—part of him expecting a Shadow attack at any second since hearing Saundin’s news, the rest trying to figure out what Tarcos was planning—Cuinn came instantly awake. Shoving the blankets off, he dragged on pants and a shirt, then yanked open his door.

      Evani fell in next to him, a quiet but reassuring presence as he walked through the empty corridors. The rest of his detail surrounded him at a distance.

      The entrance foyer was dim, only a handful of torches lit, the great double doors closed for the night. Ariar huddled with a SkyRider messenger who’d just come down the stairs from the landing platform. It was Drift, one of Cuinn’s old legion mates—whatever news he carried, it must be from Mothduriem.

      “What is it?” Their shock and horror was so strong it hit him halfway across the room. He swallowed around the gaping pit opening in his stomach, forced himself to keep walking.

      Ariar turned to him, blue eyes dark, face paler than Cuinn had ever seen it. “Tarcos hit Port Lathilly three days ago.”

      The world went momentarily still.

      “That can’t…” He stopped, cleared his throat. Before he could manage anything further, footsteps approached.

      “What’s going on?” Alyna’s sharp voice rapped out. Soar was close behind her, hair tousled from sleep.

      “Tell us everything, Drift,” Cuinn said, using a hint of magic to give the SkyRider confidence in such intimidating company.

      Drift straightened his shoulders. “Port Lathilly has been hit. The Firthlanders sent Shadows in to kill the city’s garrison commander and officers a few full-turns ahead of the attack. They also took out the skeleton crews onboard all ships in harbour, including our navy boats. They hold the harbour and the land surrounding it. They’d have the city too if it weren’t for the Callanan bolstering the division of Greencloaks stationed in the city. They’re holding the wall…” He trailed off, cleared his throat. “They were holding the city wall when I left.”

      Cuinn, Soar and Ariar stared at each other as Drift’s words faded into horrified silence. The news was like a body blow. Port Lathilly… one of their biggest trading ports. If they lost Port Lathilly…

      Alyna turned, summoned the nearest Kingshield with an imperious flick of her wrist. “Wake the First Blade and get her here now.”

      The woman saluted and left at a run.

      “What forces has Tarcos committed to the attack?” Soar asked Drift, seemingly galvanized by Alyna’s calm. Cuinn took a breath and let it steady him too.

      “Three legions of niever-flyers and close to a thousand Bearmen. They were carried in on three warships that are now blockading the harbour.”

      Soar looked horrified. “It’s a miracle he didn’t take the city if those numbers are accurate.”

      Alyna frowned. “Three legions and that many Bearmen… if you add that to the numbers he’s already got pushing through the Ayrlemyre Mountains, then he’s over-committed.”

      Cuinn felt their shock and despair and tried fiercely to separate it from his. Nobody would think clearly if they gave in to it. He was regent. He had to make this right somehow.

      “The war fleet is coming,” Ariar said, panic tugging at his voice. “We can’t fight both off at once. Sending soldiers to help defend Port Lathilly will draw our forces away from the north.”

      Alyna began to pace. “It’s worse than that.”

      “Alyna, what is it?” Cuinn was fighting a losing battle with his own emotions compounded with those of his family, but he did his best to focus. Bring himself under control. Fill his voice with calm.

      “Port Lathilly is one of our main weapons’ storehouses. Over half our stocks of izerdia are kept there, and a good percentage of our stores of swords, shields, arrows.” Her mouth tightened. “We keep them there because they can be moved quickly anywhere throughout the kingdom from that port.”

      “Tarcos knows that.” Cuinn’s stomach sank. “Doesn’t he?”

      Soar said, “He might be over-committing his forces, but he’s also put himself in position to win a massive stockpile of explosives and weaponry to bolster his army.”

      Ariar’s shoulders straightened and a determined look filled his face. “Then we make sure he loses. We do whatever we have to. We win Port Lathilly, then we deal with the fleet.”

      Nobody pointed out that winning a battle for a port they’d half-lost already seemed impossible to do in a matter of days before the fleet arrived.

      Cuinn took a deep, steadying breath. “Soar, you will take a handful of your best SkyRiders and a Callanan warrior pair, and go to Firthland tonight to get Rados and bring him here.”

      “We need Soar leading the SkyRiders to defend Port Lathilly,” Alyna disagreed. “We’ll have to send several legions there to have any hope of winning it back.”

      “No matter what happens in the short term, we will lose this war without Rados,” Cuinn said.

      “You say that as if Rados is a sure thing. He’s not,” Soar snapped. “It’s a plan with a small chance of success. We can’t afford to place all our hope in it.”

      Cuinn rounded on him. “We have no other choice. Even if we win Port Lathilly, then somehow defeat the war fleet, more will come. We are losing fighters and flyers with every battle we fight. This war has to end before we lose it.”

      They stared at each other for a long moment. Cuinn forced himself to hold his cousin’s gaze, to use the strength he’d learned, that he’d fought bitterly for, to hold his place as regent, as the man making the final decisions.

      “I think Soar is right. But you are regent, and we all accept that,” Alyna said quietly.

      At Alyna’s words, Soar nodded and broke Cuinn’s gaze.

      In that moment, when the Dumnorix submitted completely to him, Cuinn felt the true weight of kingship for the first time. If he chose wrong here, it would ruin them. But it was his choice, and he would make it without fear.

      “Good,” he told them, infusing song magic into his voice, turning it to steel. “Rados is the priority. Soar is a Dumnorix prince, rank enough to give Rados the appropriate respect. I will lead the SkyRiders in the fight for Port Lathilly.”

      Their eyes widened. Drift smiled, realised the company he was in, and dropped his gaze to the floor.

      “The legions know and trust me. I can do it. Ariar, you’ll come too and help with tactical advice. Alyna, you have my proxy to do whatever is necessary while we’re gone.”

      “The SkyRiders will fly for Wolf.” Drift spoke suddenly, unexpectedly, flushing deep red when the Dumnorix turned to stare at him. “And we will win for him.”

      Ariar almost smiled. “I suggest we deploy SkyRiders and Callanan along with the Greencloaks already stationed at Port Lathilly. We keep the navy in the north, ready to defend against the Montagni fleet.”

      “Alyna?” Cuinn turned to her.

      “Ariar is right. We can’t leave ourselves entirely exposed.” She looked grim. “We have to gamble on re-taking Port Lathilly without the navy.”

      “What of the mountain coastline? We’ll have to pull troops away from defending the borders,” Soar said.

      None of them had an answer for that.

      “Then that’s what we’ll do and we’ll make it work,” Cuinn said, forcing confidence into his voice. “Soar, how many SkyRiders are currently stationed here in Port Lachley?”

      “Half a legion. All on rest and recuperation after combat in the mountains.”

      As if knowing it was her cue, Shia Thorineal appeared on the opposite side of the entry foyer, quick strides carrying her over. Her gaze ran over the grim faces, and she visibly braced herself.

      Cuinn looked at her. “First Blade. Can you get your hands on twenty-five Callanan within the full-turn?”

      She paused, cocked her head. “I can get twenty.”

      “Do it. Now. Get yourself and them up to the SkyRider base as quickly as you can. I’ll explain what’s going on when you get there.” Cuinn spun back to the others. “Ariar and I will fly for Mothduriem tonight with Shia and her Callanan to gather the SkyRiders. We’ll all be in Port Lathilly in four days.”

      Soar nodded. “And by the time you win this and return, I’ll have Rados safely here and ready to negotiate.”

      Cuinn met all their gazes in turn. “Burn bright and true.”
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      An early morning mist shrouded the palace like a blanket. Saniya had moved them up there during the early hours, a long walk up from the bottom levels to avoid crossing the guarded bridge over the Rush.

      Zamaril and Andres paced just behind Talyn. The mist was a bit of luck. Only human servants and workers moved through the palace at this hour, but Talyn had still been concerned they would be recognised before they could get into position. She tried not to worry about the other ten Wolves, being escorted by Saniya’s second, Len.

      She didn’t want to be seen until they were ready. And then, well... fierce anticipation heated her blood.

      “Here’s a bit of delicious irony for you,” Saniya murmured as she and Talyn waited for the two talons to clamber up a ladder. “This is the route Navis showed us for the night we broke in to try and steal the izerdia.”

      “He’s dead now,” Talyn said flatly.

      Saniya scowled. “He’d have been dead sooner if you hadn’t set him free when we held him prisoner.”

      “Don’t put that on me. You had him for weeks—you weren’t planning on killing him.” Talyn’s counter hid the guilt she still felt. She’d helped Savin escape Vengeance’s compound, thinking he was an ally. If she’d just left him there... so many things might be different.

      “I was. I just wanted to make sure I couldn’t use him first.” Saniya shrugged.

      The mist slowly lightened, burned away by an already warm sun overhead. Good. The cover had been useful so far, but it wouldn’t do for what was about to happen to be obscured by the weather.

      They began passing the occasional human servant. Each time, they kept their heads down and stride loose as if they were on an important task. The occasional winged person soared by overheard, but winged folk never paid undue attention to human servants.

      The tension ratcheted up sharply as they entered the Falcon barracks area and approached their goal. Talyn glanced back to give both men a warning look—any hint of nervousness, especially around Falcons with song magic—and someone would start paying attention. The cloaks wouldn’t hold up to more than a passing glance.

      It was hard to shake off her own anxiousness as they made for the Kingcouncil chambers near the barracks. The closer they came, the greater the odds of being spotted and stopped.

      Talyn took a breath, pushed the nerves deep down inside.

      The ring of clashing blades caught her attention, and she slowed. Falcons trained with wooden training weapons. The only people she’d ever seen spar with real blades in Mithranar were...

      Going with instinct, she turned, hoping that Saniya and the Wolves behind her did the same. Minutes later she stopped at the railing of a walkway looking down into a Falcon drill yard.

      She rested her hands on the cool marble, her heart beginning to thud in her chest.

      Azrilan sparred below, fair skin glistening with sweat, charcoal wings catching the glow of morning sun as the last of the fog burned away. His opponent was desperately trying to stay in the fight, wings rustling in agitation, footwork sloppy and panicked. It was only the two of them, with a couple of Falcons from the protective flight hovering nearby. The hour was too early for the wings to have started the day’s drill yet.

      Fiery rage leapt in her chest, and a blue glow sparked around her hands. For what he’d done to Cuinn, for what he’d done to her Wolves, she thought about killing Azrilan then and there. But reason asserted itself. He was a skilled warrior, and while she could probably best him, it would take time, and by then the WingGuard would be swarming all over her. She wouldn’t escape that.

      No. She was going to kill the prince of games. Just not today.

      “Saniya, go. Get clear before we start this,” she said quietly.

      “You sure you don’t want me to stay and help?” her cousin asked.

      “I need you down on the docks.” Where Leviana and Cynia would be waiting for Saniya and the signal to move. The enormity of her plan weighed on her for a moment—so many moving parts, so little time to have organised it—until she thought of those who would be carrying it out. And how much faith she had in them.

      Saniya left without another word.

      “Are you ready?” she asked her talons quietly.

      “Always,” Zamaril murmured.

      A smile curled at Andres’ mouth. “This is going to be fun, isn’t it?”

      “So much fun,” Sari breathed in excitement.

      All three of them shucked their cloaks, letting them fall to the ground at their feet.

      Talyn lifted one palm off the railing, summoned her warrior magic, then sent a bright sapphire energy burst flying through the morning air. It exploded above Azrilan’s head with a loud crack.

      The prince of games spun, wings flaring wide, dark eyes flashing straight to hers across the space between them. His gaze flickered briefly to Zamaril and Andres at her side. Shifted back to her.

      She lifted a hand. Waved.

      Azrilan’s lips curled in a snarl and he raised both hands to send his warrior magic flying at her. Talyn ducked and the two black balls of sparking energy flew harmlessly over her head and slammed into the wall behind her. A bellow of rage echoed through the morning as Azrilan spun to the Falcons in the yard with him. “Kill them. NOW!”

      Several Falcons lifted into the air, two coming directly for Talyn and the Wolves, the others veering off—no doubt to raise the alarm and summon more Falcons.

      Talyn gathered her magic and sent two quick bursts of warrior power at the approaching Falcons, forcing them to veer away, wings flapping madly.

      “Time to go.” Talyn turned to her Wolves.

      “Go safe, Ciantar.” Andres saluted.

      “And you. Make sure you put on a show while you do,” she told them. “Zamaril, your task is the most important.”

      “No need to remind me.” He snorted, then he ran. Andres followed suit, heading in the opposite direction.

      Talyn spun back to the railing, offered another wave at a furious-looking Azrilan, then shouted, “Come and get us, Prince of Games!”

      Alarm bells began pealing. Bright colours flashed as Falcons shot into the sky from all directions. The two Falcons she’d attacked were righting themselves, swooping back in her direction.

      Talyn grinned.

      Then she ran.

      

      Talyn sprinted along the open-aired walkway Zamaril had disappeared down, glancing back over her shoulder to track the two Falcons in pursuit. Although she’d forced them off-course, they were rapidly catching up, wings spread wide as they prepared to drop on her. Warrior magic flashed, slamming into the ground at her feet. She dodged, judging the distance and their speed finely, and when they were almost on her, she moved.

      Veering abruptly to her left, she grabbed the walkway railing and swung herself over the side. Her body dropped two flights before she landed on another walkway below. Magic flashed harmlessly in the air over her head and exploded with three successive cracks.

      Adrenaline and exhilaration flooded her, making her faster, stronger and more agile.

      This was what she was born for.

      Only one of the Falcons had been quick enough to swerve after her. She came to her feet, ducked under the downward thrust of his sword, then stepped inside his guard and slammed her knee into his groin.

      A grunt of agony escaped him and he staggered away, doubling up. She picked up his fallen sword and took to her heels again.

      Her run took her into a covered walkway, but shouts from above warned her that the other Falcon had drawn his companions to where she was. As soon as she emerged back into open air, a cluster of them dropped on her. She spun, swinging the sword in a wide enough arc to keep them from closing in.

      A bow twanged above and she dropped to her knees, erecting a sapphire shield over her head. Three arrows ploughed into it.

      Interesting. Someone had turned Falcons into archers during her absence.

      Well, Azrilan had never been a fool.

      Arrows and bursts of warrior magic ploughed into her shield, draining her magical energy. She dropped the shield, then lunged at the Falcons on her left so quickly all they could do was scramble awkwardly away. Talyn took two steps through the opening they made and dived out over the walkway railing.

      This time she flung her body outwards, twisting in the air so that instead of landing on the walkway below, she fell past it, reached out to grab its railing and briefly halt her momentum before dropping down to the next level. Here she moved quickly into a closed walkway and started running.

      Talyn knew the palace and citadel like the back of her hand, and her moves were planned. Using covered walkways to keep just ahead of pursuers, she got herself across the Rush and into the citadel proper.

      Winged folk passing by or coming out of homes, inns or shops stopped in astonishment at the sudden appearance of a Wolf sprinting through one of the main thoroughfares of the citadel. The surprise quickly turned to unease when they spotted the Falcons pouring out of the palace skies in pursuit of her.

      She was barely ahead of them.

      Talyn paused to judge how close they were, and flashed a grin at those staring. “Remember me, your Ciantar?”

      Not waiting for a response, she took off at a run again, weaving her way through the crowd. In such a populated area, the Falcons didn’t dare loose their arrows or magic at her, so they had to chase her instead, trying to get close enough so they could surround her and force her to stand and fight.

      But she wouldn’t let them.

      In the crowded and tangled walkways of the citadel, Talyn was faster without wings to drag her down, and she chose her route deliberately to keep the Falcons at bay.

      Breath coming fast, sweat slicking her skin, Talyn sprinted out of a walkway lined with cafes and into a wide-open plaza that hosted a market. Loud shouts drifted from somewhere below and she moved to the southern edge of the plaza, leaning to stare over the edge.

      Below, Andres’ wiry form raced towards her through a wide-open street, several Falcons on his tail. He dodged and weaved, comfortably ahead for the moment.

      Smiling, Talyn glanced back to sketch a wave to her own pursuers before leaping out into the open air, arms spread wide. Halfway down, she executed a lazy flip, using the sabai move to look behind and catch the wide-spread wings of the WingGuard as they followed her off the edge.

      She came out of the flip, controlled her fall and landed on the walkway just ahead of Andres’ running form. In a breath she was up and running beside him.

      “Seen Zamaril?” she asked.

      “Three streets back and heading straight for the wall walk,” he said. “He’s having way too much fun with this.”

      “Aren’t you?” Talyn shot a look at him.

      An uncharacteristic grin lit up Andres’ dark face.

      Without further ado, she split off from him and dodged onto a narrow bridge stretching between two forested hillsides.

      More Falcons massed above, and once again she needed to erect an energy shield to protect herself from a hail of arrows as she crossed the bridge. The area of the citadel on the other side was less populated, giving the Falcons more opportunity to fire, but she soon reached another busy plaza and the arrows stopped.

      Again, the winged folk in the vicinity stopped to stare at the astonishing sight of a Wolf being pursued through their citadel by a hoard of increasingly frustrated Falcons. Shouts of consternation from above warned her, and she looked up.

      A grey and white-clad figure with scarlet wings plummeted down through the massed WingGuard, sword flashing in the morning sun. The Falcons milled uncertainly, crashing into each other in an attempt to avoid the swinging blade. The skies were momentary chaos, especially as other winged folk enjoying the morning thermals were caught up with pursuing Falcons.

      “Ciantar!” Tirina dropped to the ground at Talyn’s side. “It’s a fine morning for a run through the citadel.”

      Talyn grinned. “It certainly is. Thanks for the help.”

      “Anytime.”

      Tirina grinned back, saluted, then lifted into the sky as Talyn turned on her heel and sprinted across the plaza. The Falcons were forced to split up to follow them.

      More cries of surprise and alarm drifted towards Talyn as she approached an intersection of walkways. Seconds later, Nirrin and Dansia came sprinting across the intersection from her right, a pack of angry WingGuard in pursuit.

      Laughing, Talyn judged her run so that she ducked and weaved through the Falcons pursuing her Wolves, emerging out the other side at just the right moment so her pursuers and Nirrin’s crashed together.

      “I wish I was there.” Sari sighed wistfully.

      “Me too.”

      

      For the next half-turn, Talyn and her Wolves led the WingGuard on a merry dance through the citadel. The Falcons were limited by the covered walkways and their lack of speed on foot compared to their mostly human quarry. Talyn managed to keep far enough ahead to avoid a stand-up fight.

      She could only imagine the thoughts of the winged folk citizens of the citadel, staring at Wolves racing past them with what must seem like hundreds of the WingGuard ineffectually trying to catch them.

      Hopefully it made the point that humans were far from useless.

      And that Azrilan and his WingGuard were.

      Those Talyn passed mostly said nothing, only watched with a mixture of unease and shock on their faces, but none got in her way or made an attempt to stop her.

      And the occasional anonymous cheer was exhilarating.

      Eventually she put on a burst of speed and wound her way through a series of covered walkways until she emerged at the top of the marble wall dividing the citadel from Dock City—the top of the wall walk was only two strides to her right.

      Chest heaving, sweat running in streams down her face and soaking her shirt, she surveyed her surroundings. The shouts and cries of pursuit came from several directions—following the plan, her Wolves were all slowly making their way to this spot.

      The skies above the citadel seemed full of Falcons, but it didn’t take long to see how chaotic it all was. There were too many of them, and there was obviously no central command hierarchy in place—nobody coordinating the pursuit. Instead Falcons all chased different targets.

      Exactly as she’d expected.

      Still, some were already dropping out of the sky towards her, finally catching up.

      She dropped the sword she’d been carrying and took a deep breath to calm her racing heart. A moment later she sank into her magic, summoning as much of it as she could hold.

      Her Callanan energy shield flashed into existence. She fed it with more power, growing the shield, making it brighter and larger.

      It was a beacon for miles around.

      And a wonderful, perfect distraction.

      Once she’d made it as large as she could, teeth gritted with the effort, she shaped the shield, closing it in around her and then spinning it about in the air.

      Cries sounded far below as those near the base of the wall caught sight of the bright beacon above them. Every human in Dock City knew what that particular hue of sapphire meant.

      One by one, her Wolves appeared, sliding around her to run down the wall walk and into Dock City. As instructed, they’d lost their pursuers before making the final run out to the wall. It wouldn’t take long for the Falcons above to catch on, though.

      The last was Tirina, soaring over Talyn’s head and dropping to the ground beside her.

      “Ready, Ciantar?”

      Both women looked up, at the tens upon tens of Falcons milling above Talyn, just waiting for her shield to die.

      “Ready.”

      Talyn held the shining sapphire beacon for one more moment, flooding as much power into it as she could, making it high and bright enough for everyone to see. Then, with a gasping breath, she dropped it and stepped into Tirina’s arms. The Wolf took them both into a plummeting dive off the wall.

      The other Wolves had already scattered into the lanes and alleyways of the Wall Quarter. Tirina landed in the main street at the bottom of the walk, saluted, and sprinted away to the east.

      Talyn went south.

      If there had been the occasional cheer amongst the winged folk at the citadel at the sight of the Wolves, the Dock City humans were in an uproar. As Talyn ran, the shouts and cheers crashed around her, nearby and in the distance, exuberant and joyful.

      For a brief, shining moment, the pall of fear that had hung over the city was lifted.

      The Falcons tried to hunt them, of course, but those who got too close to the ground suddenly found themselves under a barrage of stones, fruit, sticks, buckets and anything else the humans had at hand to throw at them. Too many for the Falcons to arrest, too many to even take note of who they were, even if they could afford to waste time catching humans rather than chasing Wolves.

      The City Patrol Talyn passed didn’t seem to know what to do. Or what was happening. And the Falcons didn’t think to try and get them involved in the pursuit.

      After a time, Talyn ducked into an empty shopfront and ran through it into a series of back alleys hidden from sight from above by how closely the tall buildings were stacked together. It didn’t take long to make her way out of the Market Quarter towards the Dock Quarter.

      She lingered on a street corner to look up at the skies. It was hard to see much from her location, but the teal and scarlet clad Falcons were clustered in the sky over the Wall Quarter and parts of the Market Quarter—nowhere near where she was.

      She’d done her part. Now she had to hope Zamaril, Saniya and her Callanan friends had done theirs.

      Talyn kept going. She had somewhere to be.

      

      Saniya stood waiting at the rendezvous point, halfway down a narrow lane at the northern edge of the Dock Quarter. Andres and the other Wolves were with her, flushed, sweating, and alight with excitement.

      “You lost them?” Disappointment flashed over Saniya’s face at the lack of pursuit behind Talyn. Her cousin held a drawn sword and was clearly hoping for a fight.

      “For now.” Talyn hunched over, catching her breath. Her muscles trembled from weariness—as much as Jystar had done for her, Talyn hadn’t exerted herself like this in months. “It will take them some time to sort themselves out, but as soon as they do, they’ll rouse the City Patrol and start a methodical search of the city. Any word on Zamaril?”

      “No, but I wouldn’t expect to hear anything from him unless something went wrong. We need to get moving or we’re going to be late for the next part of your insanely genius plan.”

      Talyn’s head shot up. “Insanely genius? I think that’s the first nice thing you’ve ever said to me.”

      “Credit where credit’s due.” Saniya sheathed her sword and tossed Talyn a large brown cloak. “Put that on and pull the hood up.”

      Talyn did as she bade, her breathing slowly coming back under control. The other Wolves did the same. Once Saniya was satisfied with their appearance—they’d turned from a unit of uniformed Wolves to a ragtag bunch in ratty cloaks—she led them towards the opposite end of the alley.

      They’d almost reached the turn into a much busier thoroughfare when the ground suddenly rocked under their feet. A heartbeat later an enormous boom sounded, followed by a series of smaller echoing booms.

      Saniya’s gaze swung to Talyn, alight with hope. Tirina whistled. Andres gasped. Talyn grinned at her cousin, and without a word both women started running. They pushed through the busy street beyond, then rounded a corner and ran onto the main road along the harbour. The Wolves gathered behind them, all staring out at the water.

      The six Montagni naval ships that had come to stock up on izerdia supplies before rejoining the war fleet sat anchored together in the turquoise waters of Feather Bay, separated from the merchant shipping. Except one of them was now alight, flames licking up into the morning sky from a massive hole in its stern. A gust of wind carried with it the sweet scent of izerdia.

      The quarter seemed to have fallen momentarily silent in shock at the explosion that had torn through the morning.

      So the next booming explosion was even louder.

      The hull of a second Montagni ship went up in flames. Everywhere along the docks, more and more people were stopping and staring, unable to believe their eyes or understand what was happening. Falcons that had been pursuing Wolves halted mid-air, clustering in a chaotic tangle.

      “They did it,” Talyn breathed.

      “Of course they did. This is Zamaril, Levs and Cynia we’re talking about.”

      When the deck of a third ship exploded, bright flames shooting into blue sky, Saniya straightened, shaking herself from the awed wonder that had taken over them all. “Come on, we have to hurry.”

      Focused on the destruction happening out in the bay, bystanders barely noticed as their group ran down the road and onto one of the long jetties. The fourth ship exploded—the biggest roar so far—just as Saniya led them to a small fishing boat amongst many tied up at the end. A man was uncoiling the mooring rope and the boat’s single sail was already unfurled and filling with the morning breeze.

      Petro.

      Saniya took a running leap into the boat, Talyn a step behind. The Wolves moved just as quickly. Their weight set the boat rocking violently back and forth. At a look from Talyn they sat down and tried to keep out of Petro’s way.

      “Everything going to plan?” Saniya asked as the boat edged away from the jetty and the sails caught the wind, Petro’s steady hand at the tiller.

      “They’re on that one.” Petro pointed to the Montagni ship on the eastern edge of the group. “It was hard to tell from so far away, but I think everything is fine.”

      Talyn’s gaze scanned the skies. Groups of Falcons were winging their way towards the ships, but the intensity of the fourth explosion had made them hesitate, unwilling to fly lower and potentially get caught up in another blast.

      They didn’t know what to do.

      Anxiety and impatience ate at her in the time it took for Petro to get their boat out to the Montagni ship. She kept glancing at the Falcons—this was their most vulnerable moment. If the Falcons came down to investigate who was on their boat, she had limited magic left to handle so many of them and they would be vulnerable while trapped in such a small space.

      But the bay was thronged with fishing boats just like this one, as it was every morning of every day. And there was nothing about Petro’s boat to make them stand out.

      Then the fifth ship exploded.

      Talyn ducked reflexively at the nearness of the blast roaring through her ears. Excited triumph filled her at the same time, making it almost impossible to sit still.

      Most other fishing craft in the water were steering away from the still-burning ships, but as Petro brought them closer a thick smoke wreathing the air effectively hid them from the Falcons massing so high above.

      Inside a half-turn, Petro brought them bumping up against the side of the remaining Montagni ship. A rope ladder dropped down from above, a clear invitation.

      Talyn relaxed as Zamaril’s head appeared over the railing. “Come on up.” He waved. He was soaked through, blond hair plastered to his head, shirt dripping. Tirina spread her wings and flew up. Talyn gestured for Andres and the human Wolves to climb up first.

      While they did, the ladder rocking wildly, Talyn turned to Petro. “Once again, I’m in your debt.”

      He merely rested his hand over his heart. “Ciantar.”

      Talyn went to Saniya then. “Thank you, for everything.”

      “No, it’s time for me to thank you, Talyn. What you did today...” Saniya turned to stare over the destruction, smoke and ash drifting on the morning’s breeze. “The hope you gave them. I won’t forget it.”

      “I’ll be back to finish the job,” Talyn promised. “You go and take care of that war fleet for me.”

      A smile flickered over her serious face. “You know I will. I wish our fathers had been here to see this.”

      “It’s far from over,” Talyn warned, but reached out to grip her cousin’s shoulder. “I think they’d be proud.”

      Talyn climbed the rope ladder quickly, despite her increasing exhaustion, eager now to be gone. Zamaril waited for her at the top.

      “Levs and Cynia?” she asked immediately.

      “Present and accounted for!” Leviana’s head popped over the opposite railing, dripping wet, before swinging gracefully onto the deck. Cynia was right behind her.

      Relief flooded Talyn and she grinned at them both.

      “Five ships down—that was awesome!” Leviana crowed enthusiastically at her partner, and they hugged briefly.

      “It was awesome, but—” Cynia was cut off by a loud, booming voice.

      “Ciantar!”

      Talyn turned to see a surprising figure step out of the wheelhouse. “Mayor Doran,” she said, eyes widening at the sight of the bearlike man.

      “Ciantar.” He placed a hand over his heart. “When I heard about this plan, well... your stolen ship needs a captain and I had a hankering to see the open seas again.”

      “The ship is ours,” Zamaril assured her. “The Montagni crew are dead, the slaves freed overboard in one of the lifeboats. There are over ten crates of izerdia in the hold.”

      “And the Shadowhawk’s Dock Quarter group has taken the place of the crew,” Doran said. “We’re ready to leave at your order.”

      “Hold up a moment!” Cynia bellowed.

      Everyone turned to stare at her. The excitement that had been on Leviana’s face faded to grimness.

      “What?” Talyn asked as dread began creeping through her with icy fingers.

      “Len got to us just before we swam out to blow up the ships. His informant brought the info we’ve been waiting on.” Cynia spoke quickly. “Tarcos is going to hit Port Lathilly.”

      The deck fell silent.

      “Talyn! Roan and Tarquin.” Sari’s worried voice crashed into her thoughts.

      “I know, I know. Just let me think a second.” Talyn tried to push away the panic that wanted to swamp her so she could think clearly. Sari’s fear for her family wasn’t helping matters. “Does my family know?” she asked Cynia.

      “We have to assume not. They’ll be preparing to deal with the Montagni fleet we warned them about,” Cynia said.

      “Which means all their forces will be deploying north, away from Port Lathilly.”

      Talyn’s head spun, her own shock and fear almost overwhelmed by Sari’s.

      “If Tarcos takes Port Lathilly, the Twin Thrones will be sunk, excuse the pun,” Leviana said gloomily.

      “Mayor, get us out of here.” Talyn spun to him. “I want to be out of flying range before someone finally gets control of the Falcons and they come after us in force. It won’t take them long.”

      “And then?” he wanted to know.

      “And then we set course for Port Lathilly,” she said.

      Herself, eleven Wolves and two Callanan to defend the port alongside whoever was already there. It would have to be enough. There was no other choice. “And you get us there as fast as you possibly can.”

      “We’ll get it done, Ciantar.” The mayor turned immediately, long strides carrying him away as he bellowed orders to draw the anchor.

      The ship rocked as the anchor was lifted, and Talyn leaned over the railing. Petro and Saniya both lifted a hand to wave as Petro steered the smaller boat away. She waved back until the fishing boat vanished into the smoke.

      Wind gusted over her sweat-slicked skin as their ship slowly moved free of the haze and headed steadily towards the point where the two headlands of Feather Bay closed towards each other.

      Leviana and Cynia came to stand beside her, dripping everywhere, silently joining her vigil. Andres and Zamaril hovered a short distance off, watchful. Guarding her.

      Talyn’s hands gripped the railing, white-knuckled, anxiety churning in her gut. She glanced back constantly, waiting for pursuit, hoping against hope they’d get clear. In the moment they cleared the headlands of Feather Bay and the ship tacked into the winds, heading south out into open ocean, the relief was potent but brief.

      Port Lathilly was under attack. It would take eight days, maybe less if the winds were good, to get there.

      She could only hope it would be fast enough.
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      Smoke filled the air, thick and hazy. Cuinn’s eyes watered and he blinked, trying to clear his vision. Trystaan coasted under him, riding the thermal, allowing his rider a moment to survey the situation.

      Cuinn’s reinforcements had arrived to find the defence of Port Lathilly in chaos, the Greencloak commander and his senior officers killed by Shadows, the Firthlander forces in full control of the harbour and the narrow strip of land east of the city walls.

      Niever-flyers had done significant damage, swooping unchecked across the city to pick off any defender that left cover and firing flaming arrows into whatever target looked good. The residents were locked down inside their houses, only able to go out to get food or supplies during nighttime when the nievers were grounded.

      Tents lined the northeastern shore, protected from the Aimsir by quickly-dug trenches, and housing the thousand-odd Bearmen who filled the shoreline each day to launch attack after attack on the eastern city wall.

      Sixteen Callanan had been in Port Lathilly when the attack was launched, having arrived from Callanan Tower the previous day ready to deploy into the mountains in support of the Aimsir. They’d managed to rally the leaderless Greencloaks, their elite fighting skill and strategic training meaning they’d been able to rouse the port’s defences quickly enough to hold the walls.

      If it hadn’t been for that fortuitous stroke of luck… Port Lathilly would have been lost well before reinforcements arrived. His stomach turned every time he thought of it.

      And even so, they were still far from out of the woods.

      Cuinn’s SkyRider reinforcements had been able to do little more than stop the nievers from making forays over the city. The anchored Firthland warships provided roosts for the nievers and protection if anyone tried to attack from the sea. Not that the Conmoran navy was coming. He’d tried to push the SkyRider force forward over the harbour to get to the ships, but the nievers held them off each time.

      Ariar and his Aimsir milled inland of the town, their horses useless in the narrow city streets and highly vulnerable to nievers. The best they could do was ensure the Bearmen weren’t able to creep further inland and encircle the city.

      Three days later and the fight was at a temporary impasse. The Firthlanders were embedded in defensible positions. Callanan and Greencloaks, reinforced by the twenty fresh Callanan warriors from Port Lachley, lined the walls of the town and had so far pushed back any attempt to overrun them, but they were losing fighters to injury and death in every attempt. The SkyRiders and niever-flyers fought their own battle in the air.

      So many dead and injured. Cuinn felt sick, exhausted, heartsore.

      The setting sun was an orange glow on the horizon and the activity along the eastern walls seemed to have slowed. He wheeled Trystaan around and they spiraled down to where the commanders of the defence of Port Lathilly had taken up residence in a townhouse in the higher area of the city, well away from the fighting.

      “Your Grace.” The Kingshield on the door saluted as he entered.

      He smiled at them both, then walked through to the back of the house, quietly opening the last door on the left. A dark-haired man with paint-stained fingers sat on the couch by the fire, a boy curled sleeping in his lap. He looked up at Cuinn’s entrance. “Your Highness.”

      “I’ve told you my name is Cuinn.” He smiled. “Are you both well?”

      “We are. I can’t thank you enough for this. If anything happened to Tarquin…” Roan shook his head.

      The first thing Cuinn had done on arriving in Port Lathilly was send Kingshield to find Roan and bring him and his son to safety. “I’m glad. Make sure you let me know if there’s anything you need.”

      “We have to be able to do something!” Ariar’s furious voice sounded from the main room.

      “I’d best go talk to them.” Cuinn wrapped Roan in a touch of reassuring song magic. “I’ll come and say hello later if I can.”

      

      Cuinn braced himself before entering, preparing for the emotion inside. “I think things are winding down for the night,” he said as he walked in. “We can expect the attack to resume in the morning.”

      “The walls aren’t high enough to hold them back much longer.” Shia spoke. Though she seemed calm, her face and clothes were streaked in dust and blood. “Once they breach, it will become open warfare in the streets.”

      “How long do you think you can hold the walls?” Cuinn asked her.

      “We’ll do our best, but I doubt we’ll hold them beyond tomorrow,” Shia said. “The Greencloaks are no match for the Bearmen coming at us and my Callanan are too few. More are on their way from Callanan Tower but they won’t arrive in time.”

      “I can’t spare SkyRiders to fetch them,” Cuinn said grimly. As it was he was down to three legions, a hundred and fifty against at least that many nievers. Hope and frustration surged in equal measure. Judging from the numbers, Tarcos had sent most of his entire remaining niever force at Port Lathilly—all he had left were those he’d sent to protect the Montagni war fleet. If they could win here, Tarcos’s military might would take a significant hit.

      If they could win. It wasn’t looking likely.

      “At least my Aimsir can be of use if the city falls,” Ariar said grimly. “I’ll send orders tonight, and we’ll be in position to cover the retreat of the civilians if it comes to it.”

      At least that was something. “Send your fastest rider to Ryathl,” Cuinn said. “We need the Lord’s Council to send more Greencloaks and longbows north. If Port Lathilly falls, it will be up to them and your Aimsir to hold them from pushing further into Calumnia.”

      Ariar opened his mouth, closed it. They all knew how difficult that would be, impossible even, with the Firthlanders already pushing south out of the Ayrlemyre Mountains.

      “We just have to hold on as long as we can.” Cuinn wove determination and reassurance into his voice, filling the room with it, watching it clear the concern from Ariar and Shia’s brows. “Don’t forget we’ve got Rados in play. Soar will have him back in Port Lachley soon.”

      None of them doubted Soar would succeed. And Cuinn was right. All they had to do was hold on.

      And hope his plan with Rados worked. And worked fast. Because if it didn’t... he shuddered to think what would happen then.
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      Any hopes she had that Len’s information was wrong died a quick death as Talyn studied the smoke haze over the city of Port Lathilly.

      She crouched on the hillside overlooking the port from the north. Zamaril, Andres and the two Callanan sat with her. The other Wolves waited a short distance off.

      Not wanting to sail into the middle of a sea battle in a Montagni ship, Talyn had asked Doran to anchor north of the port and set them ashore. She’d then directed him to sail for Port Lachley and wait for them there—making sure to emphasise the need for him to fly a white flag before approaching the harbour. At least the mayor and his crew would be safe with her family. And hopefully Cuinn was there too. He would recognise Doran and his old Shadowhawk members and ensure they were looked after.

      It was mid-morning, and the fighting looked like it had been raging since dawn. Three Firthlander warships were anchored in the harbour, untouched, and from what she could tell, the Firthlander army had taken the docks and any clear space beyond the low city walls as well as the northeastern peninsula.

      Greencloaks and Callanan fought on the walls as lines of Bearmen repeatedly tried to breach them. Some of their forays had been successful, and even while Talyn watched, the numbers of Greencloaks dwindled.

      And the screams, from eagles and nievers both as they battled in the sky. The SkyRiders were clearly trying to reach the Firthlander ships and provide cover for those fighting on the walls at the same time, but the niever-flyers knew it. All they had to do was keep together and protect the skies above their ships and fighters and they were doing it successfully.

      “The fighting hasn’t broken through into the city yet. Tarquin and Roan are safe,” she said, trying to reassure her partner. Sari’s fear had been shivering in her mind since they’d left Mithranar.

      “But those nievers hit the city before the SkyRiders got here, you can see the damage to buildings and houses.” Sari’s voice trembled.

      “I’ll make sure they’re okay, Sari. I swear it,” she said. “The Aimsir are swarming west of the city. The trenches protect the Bearmen camp, but if they tried to leave the safety of the trenches to surround the city and attack, the Aimsir would destroy them.”

      “I know.” The worry faded, Sari’s faith in her absolute.

      “Shit,” Leviana muttered. Anger had turned her features into a snarl.

      “Thoughts, Talyn?” Cynia was calmer.

      “Sari?”

      “You want to take out their ships like the SkyRiders are trying to do. Make them realise they’ve got nowhere to run to—that they’re essentially trapped between the harbour and the Aimsir arrayed outside the city.”

      “They’ll fight more fiercely if they’re trapped, but they’ll also be desperate and less clear-headed. And if we hit them at the right time with enough force, we might break them.”

      “It won’t be easy. You’ll be vulnerable to nievers. Whoever is commanding the Firthlander forces clearly knows what they’re doing. They’ll send the nievers at the most immediate threat.”

      “I’ll trust the SkyRiders to take care of the nievers.”

      Talyn turned to her talons and friends. “We’ll hit the ships, take them out, then make a push from the walls at the same time, try and break the back of their assault.”

      “The same thing we did in Feather Bay,” Zamaril said.

      “It worked so well there, why not try it again.” She smiled. “And we did bring that crate of izerdia with us, after all. It would be a shame to waste it.”

      “Those walls look close to breaking,” Andres said quietly. “And there are only fifteen of us here. If we split our numbers to send some at those ships, that’s not a lot of fighters to break the assault.”

      “Are you saying we Wolves can’t push back a few hulking Bearmen, Andres?” she said with a little smile. He was absolutely right. But it did no good to worry over what they didn’t have. She would make do with what they did have.

      Leviana stared at the city, clearly thinking it through. “Some of us sneak down into town to find whoever is commanding the defence of the walls, while the strike team gets out to the ships. We gather what’s left of those fighting, then when the first explosion goes off we push hard in an attempt to force the Firthlanders back away from the walls and into the water.”

      “Exactly.” Talyn nodded.

      “How many for the ships?” Cynia asked. “It will have to be those that know how to set an izerdia explosion, so myself and Levs with a couple of Wolves for backup?”

      “No, I’ll need you both with me for the assault on the walls, we’ll—”

      “I’ll do it,” Zamaril said quietly.

      Talyn swung to face him.

      “I can do it, just me. You need all the fighters you can get for the walls.” His face was set and determined.

      “You want to blow three ships alone?” Leviana gaped at him. “Once the first one blows, the crew on the others will be waiting for you. You’ll get yourself killed.”

      “I’m a thief. I can get on those ships without them seeing me and set off an explosion to blow the hulls. And if I’m seen... well, I can fight too.” Zamaril switched his gaze to Talyn. “Let me do this.”

      Andres reached out, grasped Zamaril’s shoulder and squeezed.

      “Bearmen are fierce and skilled, Tal. You need every fighter you can get your hands on,” Sari said reluctantly. “And you trained Zamaril.”

      “All right,” she said, and they were amongst the hardest words she’d ever spoken. She wasn’t even sure she could manage to do what he was proposing. And the thought of losing Zamaril...

      His eyes glowed and she realised that he hadn’t expected her to agree. That he hadn’t expected her to trust him enough to do it.

      “The best thief in Dock City, right?” She smiled at him. “Sink those ships for me, Zamaril, and we’ll save Port Lathilly.”

      “Consider it done, Ciantar.”

      Talyn rose to her feet. “Let’s fill the Wolves in and get moving. Those walls aren’t going to hold much longer.”

      

      It was mid-afternoon by the time they moved out of the hills and into the city, through alleys and roads as familiar to Talyn as those of Dock City. She and Sari had ruled these streets once and she was determined to take them back.

      The screams of eagles and nievers battling above was louder once they were in the city, sharp and piercing. Sometimes they were challenging, other times triumphant, and occasionally they were screams of pain.

      She tried to block out the noise. Her fear for Zamaril. For the Callanan and Wolves trailing behind her. For her countrymen fighting bitterly in the skies and on the walls.

      Smoke hit her nose as they approached the fighting. The streets here were empty, the Greencloaks having moved all the residents further back into the city for safety. They passed a hastily-put together medical area bustling with healers and filled with bodies lying on pallets.

      Talyn grabbed the first Greencloak she saw. He was bloodied, exhausted looking. He frowned at the white and charcoal Wolf uniforms, but his expression cleared at the sight of two Callanan cloaks.

      “Who’s commanding the wall defences?” she asked him.

      “The First Blade... Ma’am.” He didn’t seem to know what to call her.

      Her heart leapt at that. The First Blade herself was here; that improved their chances significantly. “And where is she stationed?”

      “She’ll either be up at the command centre on Whaler Street, or down at the wall. Do you know Flotsam Alley?”

      “I do.”

      “The warehouse on the corner is serving as a command post for the wall defenders.”

      “Thank you.” Talyn turned and ran. The Wolves and Callanan streamed behind her.

      

      Parts of the wall had crumbled—the Bearmen must have had small amounts of izerdia with them—and rubble lined Flotsam Alley. Talyn glimpsed the warriors on the other side through the gaps, and a glance upwards showed chaotic fighting figures on the wall. Steel rang through the afternoon air, mixed with shouts and grunts and the occasional order being shouted.

      “Talyn?”

      She spun at the familiar voice, gaze landing on the diminutive figure of Shia Thorineal, First Blade of the Callanan. She stood just outside the door of a warehouse, huddled with two Callanan masters. Astonishment filled her face.

      “First Blade!” Talyn strode over. “It’s good to see you.”

      “And even better to see you.” Shia’s eyes were wide, unbelieving.

      “I’ve got a plan, First Blade, a way to win the city. But I’m going to need your help.”

      Shia didn’t hesitate. Didn’t bristle. Simply straightened her shoulders. “What do you need?”

      “Can you get a message to all the Greencloaks and Callanan on the wall?” Talyn glanced towards the harbour. Zamaril should be approaching the first ship by now. “Within a half-turn or so.”

      “I can. What’s the message?”

      “Tell them they only need to hold the walls for a little longer. When they see the signal, we’re going to push out, attack the Bearmen and Firthlander infantry, force them away from the wall, and hopefully break the back of their assault.”

      Shia glanced behind Talyn, where Leviana and Cynia and the Wolves waited patiently. “You bring an army with you?”

      “Just what you see behind me.” Her smile widened.

      “The Firthlanders outnumber us more than five to one, Talyn. If we leave the protection of the walls we risk losing our defending force entirely.”

      “We’re going to lose the walls anyway. And we won’t attack until the timing is right.” Talyn filled her voice with confidence. “This is going to work, First Blade. Callanan are not going to be bested by Bearmen. Not today.”

      Shia turned to the two Callanan masters lingering nearby. “Darien, Jora. Send word down the walls. Greencloaks and Callanan to hold until the signal, then go on the offensive.”

      The two men glanced at each other. “What’s the signal?”

      “Trust me,” Talyn said, a smile spreading over her face. “They’ll know.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 39

          

        

      

    

    
      Cuinn huddled with Ariar, both furiously trying to work out how to break the stalemate with the nievers. If only his SkyRiders could get the upper hand, they might have a chance of holding the walls.

      “Could you draw them out over the plains, bring them in range of my Aimsir and their arrows?” Ariar suggested. It was a brave idea to raise. Despite how quick and agile their horses, the Aimsir would come off the worse in that fight.

      Cuinn shook his head. “Their only priority is defending their ships and their soldiers attacking the wall. They would be foolish to allow themselves to be drawn away.”

      Ariar sighed, rubbed his face. “They certainly haven’t been foolish so far.”

      “We might have to summon another legion from Mothduriem,” Cuinn said heavily.

      “Do that and we’ll have nobody left to defend the foothills. The Firthlanders will break out of the mountains into Conmor.”

      “I—”

      The explosion was deafening, roaring through the open windows and shaking the half-drunk glasses of water on a nearby tray.

      Ariar and Cuinn stared at each other.

      Then they ran for the window.

      Smoke plumed into the air from one of the Firthlander ships, flames licking at a massive hole in its hull. As Cuinn watched, it listed slowly to the side. Crew raced around on the deck, running for boats or diving into the ocean.

      “What the...?”

      “Did they blow up their own ship accidentally?” Ariar stared.

      Cuinn’s eyes were drawn to the sky, where nievers were already massing to drop down towards the remaining ships, preparing to defend against whatever was attacking.

      Frantically, he yanked his whistle from inside his shirt and blew hard. Turning, he ran across the room, grabbing up his bow and two quivers of arrows. Once they were slung over his shoulder, he leapt up onto the window frame, hands braced either side. “Ariar. Get a message to your Aimsir. Make sure they’re ready.”

      “For what?”

      “For any Firthlander or niever that tries to escape the city.”

      Trystaan’s scream echoed through the sky and a shadow passed overheard. Cuinn waited a few more heartbeats then dived out the window, arms and legs spread.

      Trystaan swooped in underneath him and Cuinn gripped hard to the eagle’s feathers until he righted himself. Trying not to fumble, he managed to get the harness on, then he pushed the eagle up into the sky.

      As he flew, he made the same hand gesture over and over, so that any SkyRider looking his way would see it.

      Re-form. Re-form into legions. Re-form.

      The nievers had broken their force in half to protect the burning ship. If Cuinn hit one of the halves with all the SkyRiders at once, maybe, just maybe...

      Trystaan flew hard, wings beating into the sky, weaving through nievers and SkyRiders alike, Cuinn flashing his orders over and over. SkyRiders broke off the fighting and came after him and they spiraled down towards the nievers circling the ships.

      They’d almost engaged when the second blast went off.

      Trystaan screamed, veering away from the wall of heat and smoke that billowed towards them. Sitting up in the harness, Cuinn stared in astonishment.

      Someone was attacking the ships.

      Something made him turn towards the city. To the walls under attack.

      But the Greencloaks and Callanan weren’t on the wall anymore. They were leaping off it, pushing forward into the Firthlander warriors, trying to force them back to the ocean.

      And then he saw it.

      A bright flash of sapphire light. Warrior magic. Ciantar magic. Ploughing into a group of Bearmen. A heartbeat later there was another flash of light, this one scarlet, then a purple flash.

      Wolves. It had to be.

      With Talyn.

      He allowed himself a heartbeat. A single moment to close his eyes in joy and relief.

      Then Cuinn pushed his hips forward and sent Trystaan soaring high, gesturing his new orders over and over.

      He knew what to do.
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      Talyn waited on the wall, Leviana and Cynia on one side, Andres on the other. Her Wolves were arrayed behind them, and even though she had no song magic she could feel their anticipation.

      A sheathed sword hung down her back, a better weapon for the fight to come, and Sari was coiled ready in her mind. Her warrior magic simmered.

      And then the first ship blew.

      The Wolves behind her howled.

      Talyn lifted her hand in the air and sent bright sapphire light flashing into the skies over the wall.

      At her signal, the defenders pushed forward.

      Talyn leapt from the wall, summoned two bursts of magic, and sent them into the pack of confused soldiers immediately ahead of her. Then she drew her sword and hurled herself into the fight.

      Bearmen were big, and powerfully strong, elite swordsman. A match in skill for a Callanan any day. The fighting was hard, and bloody, and before long sweat slicked her skin and her breath rasped in her chest.

      Cynia fought on her left side, firing arrow after arrow with dizzying speed until her quiver was empty. Then she slung her bow over her shoulder and drew a sword. Leviana fought like a demon, knives flashing so quickly they were a blur, blood spraying her face and cloak until the stuff was dripping from her.

      And Talyn’s Wolves.

      They howled as they fought in a tight unit, Ehdra and Tirina and Andres, Dansia and Nirrin. Humans and winged alike, covering for each other, holding together, not backing down for a moment.

      When the second explosion went off, they were surrounded by fighting bodies and Talyn couldn’t see a thing.

      “Tirina? Can you get me an overview?” she shouted.

      The winged Wolf nodded and leapt into the air. Immediately Ehdra and Dansia’s Callanan shields snapped into place around her, protecting her from any stray arrows.

      “The Callanan and Greencloaks are fighting in pockets.” Tirina dropped back to the ground, wings furling. “There are so many Firthlanders, Ciantar...”

      “We need to bring the pockets together, fashion a larger force,” Talyn said, ducking a swipe and countering before driving her blade into the soldier’s chest. “Where’s the nearest pocket?”

      “Six Greencloaks just through there.” Tirina pointed.

      “Cover me!” Talyn snapped to Andres, then sheathed her sword and lifted her palms. The magic was harder to summon this time, the energy drain more noticeable, but she focused hard and sent two more bursts at the Bearmen between her and the Greencloaks.

      The moment the light faded, she re-drew her sword and pushed forward, cutting down the injured soldiers and fighting through to the Greencloaks.

      “Form up on me!” she shouted. “Form up on me. Stay together.”

      They solidified into a large group.

      “Tirina, next?”

      “Three Callanan, just through there!” came the reply.

      Tirina’s magic joined hers this time, scarlet and sapphire flashing bright into the smoky sky.

      Slowly but surely, Talyn began linking all the groups. Once they were large enough, she split them, sending one group under Andres’ command to try and flank the Firthlanders. If they could attack from two sides at once, it might buckle their fighting strength.

      When the third ship exploded, Talyn stared out over the water, taking a moment to hope that Zamaril got out safely.

      That’s when she noticed the SkyRiders.

      The niever-flyers hadn’t troubled them yet, and Talyn had been too focused on the fight to pay much attention to them, hoping the SkyRiders would keep them at bay.

      But they were doing more than that. SkyRiders swarmed in three distinct legions. They’d dropped into the sky between the harbour and the ships, cutting off the nievers from flying in support of the Firthlander soldiers.

      The fighting was fierce, eagle and niever alike dropping from the sky, but the three legions fought in concert, keeping the niever-flyers contained and engaged, unable to break away to attack the city’s defenders. And they flew with purpose and passion, like she often saw in the Wolves.

      She wondered if Soar was up there. It must be him, conducting his SkyRiders like an orchestra.

      Then a sword came whistling toward her head. She ducked instinctively, almost slipped in the mud, then came up swinging. Before she could counter, a knife flew into the Bearman’s eye. He swayed, then collapsed in a heap.

      “Thanks!” Talyn panted with a grin at Leviana.

      “Any time.” Leviana spun away, bloodied knives dripping.

      Cynia gave a little wave as she fought at her partner’s back. Ehdra backed towards her, barely countering the strikes of a massive Bearman, only his exquisite footwork keeping him alive.

      Talyn took two strides towards her Wolf, leapt upwards, and flipped over the Bearman, landing in the muddy sand behind him and driving her sword into his back. He grunted and she drew the blade out with an effort before kicking him forward.

      And then they were in clear space.

      Her breath rasped, heartbeat thudding in her ears. Her skin was slick with sweat and blood and gore and she stung from several small cuts.

      They were winning. The Firthlanders were battling in small pockets now, their fighting strength cracked apart by the Callanan’s relentless skill and the Greencloaks’ determination.

      “I think we have the day.”

      Talyn turned as Shia appeared at her side. The First Blade was bloodier than Talyn, her face set in fierce lines, every inch the leader of the Callanan.

      “Give them the opportunity to surrender,” Talyn said.

      Shia hesitated, but then nodded. “Aye.”

      Andres approached her as Shia strode away to begin calling out orders to let the Firthlanders surrender if they chose. Blood trickled from a wound on his forearm, but he looked otherwise fine. “Make sure the Wolves give them the opportunity to stand down,” she re-iterated to him.

      “Ciantar!” He saluted and left.

      Part of her wanted to find somewhere to sit down and take a moment to catch her breath. Another part was still thrumming from adrenalin and the fight. The rest of her scanned the ocean for any sign of Zamaril.

      “Looks like the air battle is almost over too.” Leviana and Cynia came over, looking as weary as Talyn felt.

      The niever-flyers were slowly being pushed east out over the ocean, further away from the port. The SkyRider legions massed together to chase them off, making certain of the retreat.

      She turned to her friends, huffing a breath of disbelief. “We did it.”

      “You thought you wouldn’t?”

      “We did. But there’s still a massive Montagni war fleet heading our way,” Cynia pointed out.

      Leviana rounded on her partner. “Could we just bask in our triumph for like a quarter-turn before you go getting all practical?”

      “No, she’s right,” Talyn said quietly. “We’re still a long way from winning this war.”

      And their forces were depleted.

      The shriek of an eagle caught their attention. Two SkyRiders had broken free of the legions chasing the niever-flyers out to sea and were heading back towards the beach.

      Talyn watched the two specks as they resolved into the shape of flying eagles, and soon she could even make out the distant shape of the riders perched on their backs. As they approached, one of the SkyRiders circled higher, heading towards somewhere in the town. Her heart lifted in hope—maybe it was Soar, heading back to the command post.

      The second came in low and fast, soaring mere inches from the top of the grey ocean before shooting at dizzying speed over the figures standing on the beach. Sapphire glinted in the afternoon sun from the underside of the eagle’s wings and he let out a challenging shriek before coming to a graceful landing atop the wall.

      The SkyRider rider tore at his harness as if he couldn’t get rid of it fast enough, then he was yanking the thick beanie from his golden curls and swinging off his eagle’s back, gaze clearly searching for someone.

      Her entire world went still.

      “Shit,” Leviana swore in astonishment. “Is that—”

      And then Talyn was running across the sand, weaving between fallen bodies and pools of blood and gore. Someone shouted in warning—maybe a Wolf—but she ignored him.

      Cuinn saw her the moment she’d started running. A wondering smile spread over his face as he dropped from the wall in a single jump, long strides carrying him towards her.

      And then she was in his arms and he was crushing her against him so tightly she couldn’t breathe, but it didn’t matter because he was here and he was alive and she could breathe him in again.

      It was a long, long time before either of them was able to stop simply rocking back and forth. And then Cuinn’s arms loosened, and he drew his hands up to frame her face, pressing his forehead against hers. “You finally came,” he murmured. “I’ve been waiting.”

      “I’m sorry it took so long.” She took a steadying breath, forcing herself to be brave enough to lean back and meet his eyes. “I’m so sorry.”

      He saw the tattoo straight away, his fingers reaching up to trace gently over it, nothing but relief and joy on his face. “You have nothing to be sorry for. I’m sorry. For leaving, for coming here and making you look for me.”

      She shook her head at the absurdity of that, and tried to think of something to say as he kept staring at her in wonder. “We won.”

      He laughed, and it brightened her entire world. “We did. Thanks to you.”

      “No, the SkyRiders...” She stopped, eyes widening as she finally processed the eagle, him on it. “You were leading them. You’re a SkyRider now.”

      “I am. After Azrilan took my wings, I wanted to learn to fly again.”

      “You look amazing on him.”

      “His name is Trystaan,” Cuinn murmured.

      Talyn bit her lip, the tears that had already been welling in her eyes spilling down her cheeks.

      The sound of a loud, pointed clearing of the throat broke them apart. When Talyn turned to see Zamaril standing there, soaked through and bloodied, but alive with that characteristic smirk on his face, she launched herself at him with a cry of relief.

      He staggered backwards a few paces, clearly astonished by her reaction. But he’d barely un-entangled himself from Talyn when Cuinn swept in, tears in his eyes, and wrapped him in an even tighter hug. “Zamaril, you’re here too!”

      “I don’t think princes are supposed to hug their bodyguards,” Zamaril managed to squawk, going slowly red in the face.

      Cuinn let go and turned to her, tears falling down his cheeks too. “I have so many questions, so much to tell you... but Ariar is here too, and he’ll want to see you.”

      Talyn bit her lip. “I want to see him too.”

      “Oh!” Cuinn’s face cleared. “And tell Sari, she must be so worried, Roan and Tarquin are safe. They’ve been with me, under Kingshield guard the whole time.”

      Talyn swayed on her feet at the force of Sari’s relief thundering through her. “They’re okay.”

      “Tell him thank you. Tell him I’ll never be able to thank him enough. Oh, Talyn, they’re okay.”

      Talyn took Cuinn’s hand. “Thank you.”

      He squeezed gently. “There’s no need for it.”

      

      Ariar paced outside a townhouse as Cuinn, Talyn and their weary Wolves and Callanan walked down the street towards him.

      “Finally!” Ariar shouted when he caught sight of Cuinn. “Your SkyRider told me the battle was won, but I’ve been worried sick with—”

      Then he saw Talyn at Cuinn’s side and his eyes turned bright as a summer sky. A moment later Talyn’s hand was torn from Cuinn’s grip and she found herself being caught in an enormous bear hug and swung up into the air.

      “Ariar!” She clung tightly to him as more pieces of herself, ones that had been locked up tight for months, slowly unfurled. “You have no idea how good it is to see you.”

      “Right back at you,” he said in disbelief. “Talyn, he swore you were alive, swore you would come. But it’s been so long, and we’ve been so worried. And you’re here! How did you get here? How did you know? That was you with the ships, wasn’t it?”

      “Actually it was Zamaril.” She laughed, pointing at the Wolf. “But it was my idea. As to the rest of your questions, well... we stole a ship together. It’s full of izerdia. The rest of the crew are from Cuinn’s Shadowhawk network—they, along with Saniya, helped us destroy a good portion of Montagn’s current izerdia supply on our way out of Dock City.”

      Cuinn’s eyes shone. “I can’t wait to hear about it.”

      “I can’t wait to tell you.” She meant it. All of the pain and triumph and difficulty of the past months. She wanted him to know all of it.

      “Are we going to get a mention at any point?” Leviana called out. “Or would you like to keep gazing moonily at each other for the rest of eternity?”

      Talyn chuckled. “Levs and Cynia might have helped too.”

      “It’s good to see you both,” Cuinn said. “And your warning about the fleet was received. Thank you.”

      The mood turned grim.

      “We need to get back to Port Lachley,” Talyn said. “Sooner rather than later.”

      “Not quite yet,” Ariar said. “We have prisoners to process and some order to restore.”

      “Leave Shia in charge of that. We’ll fly out as soon as it’s light,” Cuinn said.

      Talyn noted the tone of command. Ariar’s easy acceptance. “There’s something else going on?”

      Cuinn nodded. “Soar isn’t here because he was working on something important, but he should be back in Port Lachley by now. I want to return as quickly as possible.”

      “Cuinn has a plan,” Ariar added at Talyn’s confused look.

      “Which we can discuss later. I’m sure you have just as much to tell us about the situation in Mithranar and Montagn.” Cuinn drew her close. “How about a bath, sleep, then a long flight back to Port Lachley. Your mother will be waiting there for you and we can go over everything then.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      

      Before the bath, Talyn went to check on Roan and Tarquin. They sat in the corner of a small room, Roan drawing something while Tarquin played with building blocks.

      “Talyn!” Roan breathed, a few steps slower than his son in getting across the room to hug her.

      “Steer clear, I’m covered in blood,” she said laughingly. “Hugs can come later. You’re okay?”

      “We are, thanks to Cuinn.” Roan’s expression turned curious. “The Kingshield watching us say you’re betrothed to him?”

      “It’s true.” She couldn’t hold back the smile.

      “I’m really happy for you,” he said simply, eyes roving over her in relief. “You look exhausted and filthy, but that empty expression I saw in your eyes when you came to visit… it’s gone.”

      Talyn simply nodded. “I’d best go clean up, but I’ll come and say goodbye before I leave again.”

      Roan’s face turned grim. “Are we going to lose, Tal?”

      “Not if I can help it.” She paused at the door. “And no matter what happens, I’ll make sure you and Tarquin are safe.”

      

      A half-turn later, Talyn climbed out of a bath and roughly dried her hair before shrugging on a clean robe hanging on the back of the bathing room door.

      Cuinn was waiting for her when she pushed open the door to his room. He sat on the edge of the bed, hair still damp from a wash, weary but calm.

      “You seem very much in command,” she murmured, closing the door and leaning back against it. “Tell me, are you king yet?”

      He stilled for a moment, green eyes going to the floor before lifting to meet hers. In them she read determination with a hint of doubt. “Regent,” he said. “Can you ever forgive me?”

      “When they told me you came here, I suspected why. There’s nothing to forgive, Cuinn, but we’ve got a lot to tell each other.”

      He nodded, gave her a little smile.

      She didn’t know what to say next. The adrenalin of battle had faded to exhaustion and an odd brittleness, like she might explode into a million pieces at the softest touch. She’d made it home. To Cuinn. And now she had no idea what to say.

      From elation to anxiety in the space of an afternoon.

      He read it all. Of course he did. Rising from the bed, he crossed to her, pulling her gently away from the door so that he could stand behind her. Warm hands landed on her shoulders, kneading gently. Magic curled around her, soft and soothing. “It’s all right,” he breathed.

      Those words and she was turning in his arms, burying her head in his chest as she began crying in great gulping sobs that shook her body and made her throat hurt. His tears came too then, equally grief-stricken, and they clung to each other in the middle of the room.

      She didn’t know how long they stood there crying, but eventually the emotional storm calmed. Cuinn pressed a soft kiss against her forehead.

      “I love you,” she whispered.

      “And I you,” he said huskily, turning her face up to meet him as he leaned down to kiss her. The kiss was desperate, hungry, the desire between them flaring bright and dispelling any weariness or remaining grief.

      He pushed the robe off her shoulders, making her gasp as he ran his hands over bare skin and pulled her body flush with his. She pulled away from his kiss to yank his shirt off, and when his mouth returned to hers, she explored his warm skin as eagerly as he was touching hers.

      When her hands dropped to his belt, he picked her up and swung her onto the bed. She sighed as his weight lowered onto her, and pulled his head down to kiss him again.

      “I love you,” she whispered between kisses. “I love you so much.”

      

      “I’m so sorry.” His fingers traced the scars down her back, a haunted look appearing in his green eyes.

      She shifted, rolling onto her side to face him. “I almost died in that camp.”

      “But you didn’t.” A strength she’d only ever seen flashes of before glowed in Cuinn’s eyes as he regarded her. What had happened to him, to them, could have broken him. Instead it had made him breathtaking. “Azrilan and Tarcos are not going to defeat us, Talyn.”

      “Never.” Talyn snuggled closer. “I missed you like I’ve never missed anything in my life.”

      He pressed his face into her shoulder and she could feel the wetness as more tears fell. “I kept telling them that you would find a way, that you would fight and come back, but I was terrified for you.”

      “You did the right thing,” she said. “You came here to help Mithranar.”

      “I knew that’s what you would want.”

      “And I fought.” She caught his face in her hands, forcing him to meet her eyes. “I fought like you knew I would. To come back. I will always fight.”

      “So will I,” he swore. “Always.”
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      Talyn’s eyes teared up when Port Lachley came into sight on the horizon, and she cursed herself for being a weepy fool. Cuinn said nothing, but his arms around her tightened a little.

      The alert bell rang at their approach and Cuinn brought them down quickly. The eagles carrying the Wolves and Callanan landed with them, the rest of the legion diverting to the SkyRider base to the east. Once Trystaan settled, Cuinn pressed his face into her neck.

      “I don’t want to let you go,” he murmured.

      “Me either.”

      They sat there a moment longer, then Cuinn reached around to unbuckle the harness. He let her down first, and she turned to slide her hand into his as he dismounted after her. Trystaan gave a cry then lifted back into the air.

      Two Kingshield appeared at the top of the stairs leading down into the castle, having clearly run the whole way. She figured those inside must be desperate for news of Port Lathilly.

      And then all thoughts flew out of her head as Alyna Dumnorix emerged at the top of the steps. Her gaze went straight to Talyn, eyes widening, before she lifted a trembling hand to her mouth.

      “Mama.” Talyn ran to her.

      “Talyn.” Her mother enveloped Talyn in her third crushing hug of the week. If she hadn’t been so happy, so relieved, she might have started to worry about bruised ribs.

      “What happened?” Alyna demanded when she pulled back. “Where have you been? What is the status of Port Lathilly? Did you come from there with Cuinn?”

      “Port Lathilly is ours, the Firthlander force defeated,” Talyn said. “As for the rest, it’s a long story, Mama, but trust me when I say that I came as soon as I could.”

      “Stories can be told somewhere more comfortable than this windy rooftop.” Cuinn stepped forward. “Talyn, I have no doubt there is a Wolf waiting downstairs to take up his protective duties. He’s been as worried for you as I have.”

      And just like that, Cuinn managed everything. Alyna opened her mouth, probably to protest, but Talyn was already turning to search the roof for Zamaril and Andres. Zamaril was watching her as always, and when she caught his gaze he gave a little nod, eyes bright.

      The three of them ran for the stairs, the other Wolves not far behind.

      The entrance foyer of the castle was busy with folk coming in and out, but Talyn spotted Theac immediately as she paused above the last few steps, Zamaril and Andres just behind. Her throat closed over as she took in the sight of her grizzled second, looking no different than when she’d last seen him.

      He saw them a moment later and went rigidly still, the scowling face she remembered crumpling with emotion. Talyn jumped to the bottom of the steps and threw herself into his arms heedless of those around them.

      Theac held her fiercely, voice gruff with unshed tears. “You came back.”

      She laughed, wiping tears from her eyes as she stepped away. “I missed you, old man.”

      “I missed that scowl of yours more than anything.” Zamaril came forward then. Andres said nothing, but his eyes were sheened with tears too.

      Theac cleared his throat. Tried to say something, failed.

      “Me too,” Zamaril said quietly.

      Theac smiled, then his gaze caught on something behind them. Cuinn had followed her down, and now stood a few paces away, giving them time. “He has been magnificent.”

      She nodded, eyes welling with tears again. “We haven’t had much of a chance to speak yet.”

      “Then go. We’ll talk tomorrow.” Theac reached out to grip her arm. “I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you, my Ciantar.”

      “Take us to Corrin’s mam and sisters?” Zamaril asked.

      “We’d really like to see them,” Andres added.

      Theac leaned over and wrapped a brawny arm around the thief’s shoulders. “And they’ll be happier than I can say to see you both.”

      

      Ariar cleared the dining hall of anyone but family and then ordered an early dinner as dusk fell outside the castle fortress. Soar flew in from a SkyRider patrol and came to a dead halt when he saw Talyn gathered with the other Dumnorix in the dining room.

      Then came definite bruised ribs. She didn’t care.

      “Did you—?” Cuinn asked.

      Soar’s shining eyes were on Talyn, but he nodded. “Now that you’re back we can start talks.”

      Cuinn’s shoulders slumped in relief. She made a note to ask him about it later.

      They sat clustered around the table: Talyn, Cuinn, Alyna, Ariar and Soar, and waited until the food had been served and the servants departed before speaking.

      “Where’s Allira?” Talyn asked in an attempt to forestall the inevitable questioning. Her food steamed in front of her, but she wasn’t hungry.

      “In Ryathl, basically running Calumnia and the Lords’ Council on our behalf while we manage the war,” Soar said with a little smile of pride for his daughter.

      “Tell us what happened, Talyn.” Alyna’s tone brooked no refusal.

      Talyn glanced at Cuinn, seated across the table from her. She felt almost suffocated by the nearness of him and the presence of others. It had been so long and she just wanted to bury herself in him and have everything else fade away.

      “Zamaril and I were ambushed by Savin,” she said, meeting Cuinn’s eyes before glancing away. Then, summoning a breath to fortify herself, she told them. “The short version is that I was beaten and badly wounded.” She touched her tattoo. “I woke up in a Montagni slave camp, near death.”

      A strangled noise came from Cuinn. His jaw had tightened so hard it must be painful, and heedless of those around them, Talyn reached across the table. His hand immediately moved to take hers.

      They stared at each other a moment longer, then Talyn cleared her throat and let go. “A friend in the camp looked after me and eventually I pulled through.” She couldn’t help the shudder that shivered through her at the memories. “I didn’t realise for a while, but Zamaril had also been dumped in the camp.”

      She paused to glance around the table; they looked equally horrified and angered by her tale. None of them had started eating. Dumnorix were not going to take news like this about one of their own well, and already anger was a palpable presence in the air.

      “In the end it was Jasper who got me out.” She smiled at Cuinn. “Somehow he found me, then led Saniya to me. She got Zamaril and I out of Montagn and safely to the SkyReach where the rest of the Wolves are. From there we got ourselves to Dock City, then stole a ship to come here.” Hopefully Doran would be arriving in a few days. She made another note to warn her family about that.

      “There’s more than what you’re telling us,” Ariar observed.

      “There is.” She rubbed at her forehead. At some point she was going to have to tell Cuinn about Mithanis, still locked up at their base in the SkyReach. But she didn’t have the energy for that right now. “But those are the main points. It’s not an easy story to tell.”

      Cuinn stood, giving Alyna a warning glance. “We’ll convene first thing tomorrow to talk further. There’s still a Montagni war fleet to deal with and we should get started with Rados as soon as possible.”

      Alyna tossed an irritated glance at Cuinn then came over to Talyn, wrapping her in a warm, affectionate hug. “I love you, Talyn, and I cannot tell you how sorely you were missed. Rest as much as you need.”

      “I’ll be here tomorrow,” she promised. “I have some information about the Montagni ships that might help.”

      Cuinn followed her as she left the dining room, his hand tangling with hers. Kingshield fell in behind them; two details at a quick count. “They’re wearing silver stars now,” she murmured.

      “I am regent, not king,” he said. “And it might be silly, but until we know for certain Aeris is dead, I’d like to keep hope alive.”

      She squeezed his hand. “It’s not silly.”

      

      Talyn awoke as the slowly rising sun shifted across the floor and onto her face. She stirred sleepily, then stilled at the realisation that Cuinn was wrapped around her, his arms holding her tight to his chest.

      “I’m here,” he murmured, pressing a kiss to her ear.

      “How long have you been awake?”

      “A while. I was afraid to close my eyes in case it all turned out to be a dream.”

      She rolled to face him. “It’s not a dream.”

      “No.” He smiled softly.

      She took a long breath, studying his face in the morning light. It had taken so much to get here, had been so long, and now she’d found him. “What do we do now?”

      “Breakfast,” he said promptly. “I’m starved. And then war planning with our family.”

      She slapped his chest. “You know what I mean.”

      “I do. I’m just extremely reluctant to say it aloud.” He frowned, pulling back from her. “I know you’re going to go straight back to Mithranar. I know why.”

      “You think me so predictable,” she murmured, reclaiming the distance and pressing a kiss to his mouth.

      “Am I wrong?”

      “No. But I am not leaving this very instant.”

      A reluctant smile returned to his face as she pushed him onto his back, straddling his hips. “Who’s Rados? You mentioned the name at dinner last night. Has he got something to do with why Soar wasn’t in Port Lathilly?”

      “A story for after breakfast.” He leaned up to kiss her, hands sliding over the bare skin of her legs, pulling her closer. “And after this.”

      She chuckled, pressing her palms against his chest. “There’s a lot more muscle here than there used to be.”

      “Oh, is that right?” He arched in eyebrow in an imitation of her. “Admit it, I’m much more your type now.”

      “I do approve.” She kissed him. “Very much.”

      “You were worried,” he said, turning suddenly serious and capturing her hands to still them. “I sensed it in you last night, back in Port Lathilly too. You worried about what I would think... of the tattoo and the scars.”

      “Cuinn—”

      “You are no less magnificent than you ever were.” He sat up quickly, almost sending her toppling off him. His hand framed her cheek, refusing to let her look away.

      “I know,” she said quietly. “I know that I’m still me, still strong. In my head I know that. But I was a slave for months, and I couldn’t... Jystar fixed me, Cuinn, but my back was so bad I could barely move. There was a real possibility I’d never be able to fight again.”

      “We would have figured it out.” His green eyes bored into hers. “No matter what happens, to either of us, we will figure it out, Talyn.”

      She swallowed, pressed her forehead against his. “I never imagined, not in a million years, finding someone like you.”

      A laugh escaped him. “From the first moment I saw you, I thought you were the most magnificent thing I’d ever seen. I never dared hope that you could love me.”

      “I do.” She kissed him, then laughed as he rolled them in one quick movement, pressing her to the bed so his mouth could slide down her neck. “I do.”

      

      Her family would be waiting. Impatiently. But after a quick breakfast with Cuinn, Talyn went down to see Theac and his family. Errana looked so stunned to see her that several moments passed before she bowed. “Your return brings us so much joy, Ciantar.”

      “Come now, you know there’s no need to bow to me,” Talyn said awkwardly. “I’m glad you’re safe, and well.”

      Corrin’s sisters were equally excited by her appearance, even though they looked bleary eyed. Zamaril and Andres’ arrival had made for a sleepless night for everyone, it seemed. Currently, the thief was snoring on the couch, Andres prone on the floor beside him.

      “You turned Evani into a Wolf?” Talyn said with a smile when she and Theac finally had a moment alone. She’d left the young woman standing guard outside Cuinn’s quarters.

      “After Halun, she insisted,” Theac said quietly. “And I couldn’t refuse her.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t.” Talyn swallowed through the lump in her throat. The mention of the big man’s name would never not break her heart a little. “She looks like him—she has that same watchful expression he always had when he was on guard.”

      Theac cleared his throat. “What now, Ciantar?”

      She rose to her feet. “Now I’d best see my family before they send out a hunting party looking for me.” She hesitated. “I have to go back to Mithranar. Soon.”

      “And what do you want of me?”

      “You seem to have become the primary bodyguard to the regent of the Twin Thrones,” Talyn said wryly. “If you’re happy to stay here, with him, then that’s where I want you.”

      “He won’t be going back with you?”

      “We haven’t discussed it yet.”

      “Right.” Theac came to his feet as well. “Family meeting. Best be getting along.”

      

      Talyn deliberately took a longer route to the great hall, making her way there via a servant’s entrance rather than the main doors.

      She was happy. Beyond glad to have been reunited with her family. Despite that, nerves fluttered in her stomach. She’d been gone such a long time, even before what had happened in Mithranar—when she’d given herself to Cuinn and the people there and left the Twin Thrones to fight for itself. It wasn’t logical, but she felt oddly out of place now that the adrenalin of the battle for Port Lathilly was gone.

      She ignored Theac’s increasingly pointed glances as she lingered in the doorway rather than entering the hall. She was being foolish, she knew it, but still... she just wanted a moment. To take it in. Prepare. Then she’d be fine.

      “Ciantar?” Theac asked, scowling.

      “Give me a moment, Theac.”

      Ariar, Soar and Alyna were clustered around the main table, along with Ariar’s second, Rior McTavish, and Lark Ceannar. Ariar and Rior were studying one of the maps, a little frown on the Horselord’s face, while Soar and Alyna conversed quietly with Lark.

      She was about to step forward when the main doors opened. A man was shown in, escorted by two Kingshield. He was tall and lean, the thick wolf pelt he wore emphasising his broad shoulders. Talyn started in surprise—judging from his bearing and attire, this was a Firthlander prince, one of Tarcos’ many cousins. What was he doing in Port Lachley?

      And then it clicked. Rados. Tarcos had a cousin named Rados... and if she remembered correctly Tarcos had never liked him.

      “Lord Hadvezer,” Alyna greeted him, confirming Talyn’s suspicions.

      “Lady Dumnorix,” the man replied, stiffness in his shoulders and bearing. He wasn’t thrilled about being here, then. “I’d hoped to have begun negotiations by now.”

      “We’ll begin today, if that suits you?” Alyna said graciously, all courtly politeness. “We have some urgent business to discuss beforehand, but if you don’t mind waiting with your escorts, I promise we won’t be long. If there’s anything you need while you’re waiting, we’ll be happy to fetch it for you.”

      Rados inclined his head. “Thank you, Your Highness.”

      The Hadvezer prince returned the way he’d come, the Kingshield watching him carefully. He ignored them, head held high.

      Behind Talyn, Theac cleared his throat. She waved a hand at him.

      “Are you scared, or just getting the lay of the land?” Sari’s voice enquired.

      “The truth? Mostly the latter, but also a bit of the former,” Talyn admitted, then, “You’ve been gone a while.”

      “You’ve been naked a while. With Cuinn.” An embarrassed shudder.

      “Right. Mind sticking around? I hate that I feel slightly intimidated and out of place, but I can’t get rid of the feeling.”

      “I’ll be here.” Sari paused. “This is your family, Talyn.”

      “I know.” The discomfort would pass. She just hoped it did so soon.

      “I don’t know, Rior.” Ariar’s words floated to her. “If we make the wrong call, we could lose that whole section of the mountains.”

      “What does His Grace say?”

      The warmth in Rior’s voice surprised Talyn. Again, Theac cleared his throat. Sari gave her an equally clear mental nudge. Sighing, she braced herself to enter the room, then stopped when Cuinn’s voice rang out.

      “Did I hear my name spoken in vain?” He walked into sight, shadowed by two SkyRider Kingshield and Evani.

      “Talyn?” Alyna’s voice snapped through the room before Ariar could reply.

      “On her way here, I’m sure. She went to visit Theac.” Cuinn reached out to touch her mother’s shoulders. “She’s okay.”

      Alyna nodded. “Lord Hadvezer was just here. He’s getting impatient.”

      “And we have a dilemma to run by you.” Rior flashed Cuinn a welcoming smile.

      “Such a burden to be so wanted.” Cuinn’s mouth quirked.

      Soar snorted. “Don’t let that head of yours get too big. If you’d just deign to give us your advice on one particular aspect of the war, we can probably muddle through the rest.”

      “Why limit ourselves? I can probably fit the whole war in before lunch.” Cuinn chuckled.

      Talyn stared. He was changed.

      She’d seen it already, in his bearing, his physical form, the new strength in his eyes. But this... he carried himself with a confidence she’d never seen, and from the moment he’d walked into the room, his presence had demanded the respect due a Dumnorix from every single person there.

      But as proud of him, as delighted by the change as she was, she also couldn’t pretend the niggle of discomfort wasn’t there. She’d fallen in love with a criminal, a prince in hiding, but now that man was a king in every sense of the word. Staying with him meant being a queen.

      Her Wolf cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Can we stop hiding now?”

      “I’m not…” Talyn began, then stopped herself. She was hiding. “Let’s go.”

      They noticed the moment she stepped out from the entryway, of course, but the looks were welcoming, relieved, happy to see her. She relaxed. “Why are we hosting a Hadvezer prince?”

      “Cuinn’s idea.” Ariar jerked a thumb. “Has he mentioned to you yet that he demanded to be made regent?”

      “He did.” A smile teased at her mouth as she accepted a warm hug from her mother, squeezing tightly for a long moment before she let go.

      “I have given my word to relinquish the regency the moment I take the Mithranan crown,” Cuinn said.

      “The alliance agreement still stands, then?” she asked casually.

      Something like guilt rippled over both Alyna and Soar’s faces. Ariar looked away. Rior and Lark looked at each other, then took a discreet step into the background. Alyna opened her mouth to speak but Cuinn beat her to it. “Talyn, your family understandably did not want to tie the stability of their kingdom to a lesser prince who’d just had his throne taken from him and his wings torn out. I do not fault them for it.”

      Three Dumnorix gazes swung to Cuinn in astonishment.

      “But we were wrong,” Alyna said, voice ringing out clearly. “We should have agreed to honour the alliance when Cuinn first came. Instead we forced him to demand the regency.”

      “None of you should be sorry.” Talyn included all three Dumnorix in her gaze, then Cuinn too. “It was me who kept secret from you who Cuinn truly was. You knew only my stories of him.”

      “So to be clear, all of us are equally to blame,” Ariar said cheerfully. “We admit our mistakes and are now moving on.”

      “On the understanding that Talyn and I will still be marrying,” Cuinn said clearly.

      She met his gaze, smiled.

      “Obviously,” Alyna said, a hint of impatience in her voice.

      “Burn bright and true,” Soar said into the following silence.

      Those words hung in the room for a long moment, then Alyna turned to Cuinn. “Best tell Talyn why Rados Hadvezer is here.”

      Cuinn waved them all to chairs, then took the one at the head of the table. “Ariar told me that Rados was another of Tarcos’ cousins that the previous warlord had seriously considered making his heir.”

      Ariar added, “In the time Tarcos spent with me in the mountains, he spoke often of his hatred for Rados. I ended up disliking him as much as Tarcos did, but on review, I can see how carefully Tarcos set that trap.”

      “He did the same with me,” Talyn murmured. Tarcos was a sore point, a name that summoned white-hot anger. Her hands curled into fists on her chair, but she buried the emotion before Cuinn’s song magic could pick it up.

      “No he didn’t.” Laughter edged Cuinn’s voice. “Despite his best, and repeated, efforts, you refused to marry him. You were what he needed for a smooth acquisition of the Twin Thrones, especially once Aethain was dead. You made him start a war instead.”

      She hadn’t considered it like that. Still. “I should have seen it coming. I’m sorry that I didn’t.”

      “We’re not apologising anymore, remember?” Alyna said dryly.

      “Exactly,” Ariar said. “Now, it’s clear Tarcos didn’t like Rados because he considered him too close to the warlord, too wedded to his ideas, too loyal.”

      “And not inclined to start a war because of the fact Firthland technically owes allegiance to a Dumnorix king,” Talyn said.

      “Exactly.” Cuinn turned to face her. “So, here’s my plan to finish the war with Firthland and turn our attention north. We replace Tarcos with Rados.”

      “Which sounds simple, but will be far from it,” Alyna said bluntly, and with the tone of someone who’d voiced this argument before. Clearly they were going over it again for Talyn’s benefit. “Tarcos commands the loyalty of the Bearmen and niever-flyers. Even if the Dumnorix officially appoint Rados warlord, only half the country will follow him. Not to mention Tarcos will have Azrilan’s might to bolster his claim.”

      True, but... Talyn spun to Cuinn, rapidly starting to see what he was planning. “But why does Tarcos command their loyalty?”

      He smiled at her.

      “They hate the fact Firthland must swear ultimate allegiance to us,” Ariar said impatiently. “What of it?”

      “I think Cuinn is suggesting that we make Rados High King of Firthland and formally remove any right to their sovereignty,” Talyn said.

      Cuinn sighed. “I was, but you go ahead and take the credit for my idea.”

      Silence fell in the hall.

      Alyna and Soar wore equal expressions of horror and shock. Ariar glanced rapidly between Cuinn and Alyna with wide eyes. By now McTavish and Ceannar were practically pressed against the far wall, rapt looks on their faces. Talyn had to smother a smile.

      “This was your ultimate plan?” Alyna demanded, rounding on Cuinn.

      “You want to give up Firthland?” Soar spoke at the same time.

      “King Alendor forced them to swear allegiance to the Twin Thrones because he’d just won a long and bloody war that Firthland had started,” Cuinn said. “But decades have passed. None of those alive in Firthland today had anything to do with what happened in the past. Let’s give them back their country.”

      “Doing that would take away their only grievance with us,” Talyn added. “What motive do they have for war, then? Even the majority of Tarcos’s supporters will see there is no reason for further bloodshed.”

      “We hope,” Soar muttered.

      “It’s not only hope, Soar,” Cuinn said firmly. “Saundin has confirmed that the Shadowlord and Armun Council are already wavering in their support for Tarcos. As are many of the lords. We just have to give them a reason to switch loyalty to Rados.”

      “Saundin?” Talyn asked, staring in astonishment. She hadn’t seen the Armun since before Sari’s death. Hadn’t forgotten him, but hadn’t made an effort to see him either... too many once good memories that had turned painful.

      Cuinn shrugged. “I figured if Azrilan could use a single Shadow to de-stabilise Mithranar and hand him power, we could use an Armun to do the same in Firthland. And to be honest with you, after getting to know both men, I’ll take Saundin over Savin any day.”

      “So would I,” Sari breathed. “Saundin... oh, Talyn, Cuinn might actually pull this off.”

      Talyn couldn’t help but agree. She’d liked working with Saundin, trusted him as she had few others. And he was highly regarded amongst other Armun, quickly rising in the ranks the last time she’d seen him. If anyone could sway the Armun Council’s loyalty their way, it would be him.

      “Saundin has handpicked a few trustworthy Armun who are opposed to the war and they’ve been working to identify Bearmen and niever-flyer commanders most loyal to Tarcos—he’s given us a list of those he considers will follow Tarcos to the end,” Alyna said. “The Shadowlord will have Shadows in position to assassinate them when Rados is ready to take the throne.”

      Cuinn flinched, but didn’t look away.

      “This is war, Cuinn,” Ariar said softly.

      “I know. It was my idea, remember?” he said.

      A heavy silence, then, “It has to be a negotiation,” Alyna said. “We hand Firthland their throne and sovereignty on the condition Tarcos is handed over to us.”

      “Agreed,” Cuinn said.

      “You think the niever-flyers and Bearmen will turn on him?” Soar asked.

      “I think his people will choose peace over war. Especially a war that has no purpose,” Cuinn said. “I’m not pretending our favourable trade arrangements with Firthland won’t take a hit if we hand them full sovereignty, but we can sustain the losses, far better than we can the losses from ongoing war.”

      “It’s not just trade. We lose the powerful armed forces that have until now been ours to command,” Alyna said.

      “Those same armed forces making war against us?” Talyn pointed out.

      “What of Montagn?” Soar asked, sharing a glance with Alyna. “We just won Port Lathilly, but lost warriors in the process. We’re still holding the Firthlanders to the mountains, but my SkyRiders are tiring, and I have little to spare to face the war fleet that is coming.”

      Cuinn settled back in his chair. “And even if my plan for Firthland works, Azrilan could decide that he wants it all himself. Montagn dwarfs all of us even at full military strength, which we aren’t anymore.”

      “From what you’ve told us, Cuinn, Azrilan is a very different man from Tarcos. With Tarcos out of the picture, he has no need to hold to their alliance any longer. And he’s a smart enough ruler to be happy with the empire he has in the north without risking it to try and take more,” Ariar said.

      Cuinn conceded that with a thoughtful nod. “You might be right. Especially if we make war with us too costly for him.”

      “Perhaps I can help there.” Talyn spoke up, smothering a smile when several anticipatory gazes turned her way. “I don’t suppose you’ve managed to find the ships carrying the niever-flyers Tarcos sent to protect the Montagni war fleet?”

      A series of shaking heads.

      “Damn.” She sighed. “Even so. The ship that carried me here was one of six sent to Feather Bay to stock up on izerdia before joining the fleet. We destroyed the other five on our way out of Mithranar. All that izerdia is gone, and the rest we brought with us.”

      She took a breath, but they were all still listening raptly.

      “The Callanan in Acleu, working alongside Cuinn’s underground network, have been working to disrupt the war fleet any way they can. They won’t have had the resources or numbers to take out the whole armada, of course, but it will be smaller than it was by the time it gets here.”

      “Not to mention their izerdia supply is gone. That could delay their departure south, as could the Callanan sabotage,” Alyna said. “Giving us time—”

      “To end the war with Firthland through Rados!” Ariar said excitedly. “Then we can marshal all our forces north to defend against the fleet. Which might not even be needed if Azrilan withdraws from the war, which he would be smart to do.”

      Hope began leaking through the room.

      Cuinn looked over at Talyn, easily reading her. “You have more?”

      “If we manage to install Rados on the Firthlander throne and end the war, and if we do it in time to be able to redeploy the army north to meet the fleet, we still have Azrilan sitting on both the Mithranan and Montagni thrones. Even if he withdraws now, we’ll never be able to trust him. We’ll have an enemy to the north for years to come.”

      Soar lifted an eyebrow. “You’ve got an idea.”

      “I do.” She glanced towards the back wall. “First Shield, Captain McTavish—perhaps you’d like to join us for this part?”

      Without a word they came to the table, pulled out chairs, sat down. Talyn rifled through the maps lying scattered on the table and pulled out one showing Mithranar and Montagn.

      “My Wolves and Falcons and Saniya’s network have been making life difficult for the Kingcouncil this past month.” She jabbed a finger at Darmour. “We’ve stopped all wood transport out of Darmour, meaning the Montagni have been forced to resort to finding alternate wood supplies before they can build more ships. They have trees of their own, of course, but not of the quality of Mair-land wood. We’ve drastically reduced their export of copper too, and by now our people in Dock City will be starting to affect izerdia extraction.”

      Cuinn sat forward, mouth thinning, but Talyn met his gaze. “We don’t hurt Falcons unless we’re forced to, but Bearmen or Montagni soldiers are fair game. Corrin and Windsong built us an army while we’ve been gone, and we need to use it.”

      He lifted his hands in the air in surrender, settled back in his chair.

      “You’re not worried about Armun and Shadows hunting them, learning where you are? We’ve had casualties in Acleu because of them,” Alyna spoke up.

      “We took out those in Darmour, freeing up our operating space, and as we speak, we will be flushing out the Armun and Shadows in Dock City.” Talyn shrugged. “They’re good, but on home ground, my Wolves working with Saniya’s people are better.”

      “People will still get hurt,” Cuinn said quietly. “The City Patrol and WingGuard will tighten their control of the city.”

      “They are and they will,” Talyn said bluntly. “But if we want Azrilan off the throne and you on it, then we need to have everything in place to make that move. We need the WingGuard and Kingcouncil to be on the back foot, defensive, unprepared. We need to use their laziness and ignorance against them.”

      Ceannar glanced between Talyn and Cuinn. “Can I point out the obvious? Even if you somehow manage to eject Azrilan from Mithranar, you’ve still got Montagn to deal with. You’ve stalled their construction of new ships, fine, but they still dwarf us in size and resources. They still have the ability to come for us—and Mithranar will be the first country he takes back.”

      Talyn smiled.

      Months she’d been in that slave camp. Desperate to escape, so desperate she’d had to find ways to distract herself. So she and Sari had planned. And she’d had days and weeks of tedious labour and restless nights to not only come up with a plan, but refine it, tweak it. A plan that trusted Cuinn and her family would have worked out how to defeat Firthland, so they could bring the Twin Thrones behind them. “Well obviously I have a plan for that too.”

      Ariar burst out into peals of laughter. Even Cuinn lost his dismayed look and smiled. Alyna reached over to squeeze her hand. “Let’s hear it, Talyn.”

      She leaned forward, cleared away the maps apart from one that showed all four countries. “Let’s assume we successfully put Rados on the throne and Firthland withdraws its troops in time for us to redeploy and face the fleet coming from the north.”

      Soar lifted a hand. “That’s a lot of assuming. What if that doesn’t happen?”

      She shrugged. “Then my plan won’t work and we’re all in a lot of trouble.”

      “Okay, good. Just wanted to clear that up.”

      “Ariar, how many Aimsir do you estimate you’ll need to hold the northern coastline?” Talyn asked.

      “If we make some educated guesses,” he shot a smirk at Soar, “that the fleet will try to hit us in two or three different spots to try and spread our forces, then I’d want all my riders in Conmor positioned across the north. That’s a thousand.”

      “I’m confident that between my SkyRiders and the navy, we can pick up the war fleet’s approach soon enough to have some idea where they’re heading. If I use all my legions, leaving only one or two based at Mothduriem to ensure the Firthlanders fully withdraw,” Soar said.

      “The single benefit of the open coastline is that we can use the cavalry too,” Alyna pointed out. “They’re holding the foothills north of the Ayrlemyre at the moment, but it should only take a week to get them north. They’ll be tired, but it’s doable.”

      Talyn studied the map, going over the plan she’d developed, making sure there weren’t any gaping holes.

      “Ariar, Soar, can you spare me a few hundred riders and a single legion, plus a ship or two to transport them?”

      “Yes,” both said without hesitation.

      Ariar glanced at Soar. “Depending on how quickly you need them, I’ll draw upon our reserves in Lyall. They can be over the mountains and here in a week or two.”

      “You can’t have a legion until Firthland is out of the mountains,” Soar said. “But then I’ll have a spare you can use. No more than one, though, I’ll need every SkyRider I can get to deal with the ships and nievers protecting them.”

      “Good. Here’s what I’m thinking.”

      They spent the rest of the day closeted in that audience chamber.

      They argued. They countered.

      They planned.

      

      Later that evening, Talyn found her mother on the western fortress wall watching the sun setting over the harbour.

      “Hi,” she said, settling against the cold stone.

      Alyna regarded her for a long moment, then smiled a little. “Are you all right, Talyn?”

      “That’s a complicated question to answer.” Talyn smiled a little to take the heaviness out of her words. “But mostly, yes, I am.”

      “You’ve talked to Cuinn about it?”

      “He knows everything,” Talyn said simply.

      “Talyn.” Alyna turned and took her hands. “We fought bitterly about you. I blamed him for your loss, I accused him of not trying to find you.”

      Talyn’s shocked gasp was loud. “Mama!”

      “You know what he said to me? He told me that you don’t save him, and he doesn’t save you. That you save yourselves, that you make yourselves strong, for each other.”

      She nodded, biting her lip to keep the tears from spilling. “He was right.”

      Alyna smiled. “Your father would be delighted by him. Cuinn told me Trys’s story, what his life was in Mithranar. Why he had to leave. I wish I’d known.”

      “I wish I’d known.”

      They stood together for a long moment in comfortable silence. Then Alyna shifted, that sharp look coming back to her face, and Talyn braced herself. “We still have a succession problem, Talyn.”

      “You’re not worried that Cuinn will go back on his word?” She was only half-joking.

      “No. He has proved himself and more.” Alyna waved a dismissive hand. “But Ariar will refuse the crown. So will Soar and Allira. And I can’t take it either.”

      “Why? You’d be perfect. I’m surprised you didn’t take the regency the moment I left,” Talyn said. “Mama, you’re strong, clever and you manage the lords as well as you manage your Callanan sword.”

      “If I take the crown, then my heirs are any children that you and Cuinn have,” Alyna said carefully.

      She let out a breath as realisation hit her. “Which would create another empire. And nobody wants that.”

      “I’m not so sure.” Alyna hesitated. “I don’t think I’d do a better job than Cuinn. I’m tempted to make him king, let him learn to manage both thrones. Ariar has already spoken to me of it and I’d be astonished if Soar didn’t feel the same way. I believe he’s the leader we all need. And your children can learn from him.”

      Talyn winced and turned away.

      “It’s not what you want.” Alyna wrapped an arm around her shoulders.

      “I don’t want to be queen at all, let alone queen of an empire. But that doesn’t mean you’re wrong.”

      Alyna was silent a moment. “I get the feeling that you understand my choice now.”

      Her mother didn’t have to elaborate. Talyn knew exactly what she meant. “I do. At least, I understand now what it is to love someone like that. But that doesn’t mean I would make the same choice.” Guilt writhed through her at that admission, but it was the truth.

      Her mother tightened her embrace. “You might not have to.”

      Talyn straightened. Pushed off the wall. “Let’s just win the war first. Then worry about what comes next.”
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      After their planning session, Cuinn went over to the SkyRider base to visit Trystaan, ensuring the young eagle was settled in his nest and not bothering the keepers or other eagles. He tended to get restless when Cuinn didn’t give him enough attention.

      He’d only just gotten back to his rooms and bathed—and was debating whether to join the family for dinner or try to claim some time alone with Talyn—when she came in. He knew she’d been planning to get some sparring in with old Kingshield comrades, and as expected, her eyes were bright, her skin flushed, breathing still coming a little fast.

      “You’re here.” She came straight over to him for a kiss. He obliged happily, but she squirmed away when he tried to pull her closer. “I’m all sweaty.”

      “There’s a bath ready for you.” He tugged on her hand. “And I want to hear all about your dramatic escape from Dock City while you bathe. I still can’t believe Mayor Doran stole a ship!”

      He managed to keep his hands to himself while she stripped off her clothes and stepped into the tub, then sat leaning against it while she told him the tale. By the end, he was once again asking himself how he’d ever been lucky enough to end up with this woman at his side. “It sounds like you had fun,” he said instead.

      She shrugged, turning her head towards him. “I wanted to leave a little present for Azrilan on my way out.”

      “You’re a wonder.”

      She shifted under the water, a small frown creasing her forehead. The wave of reluctance that hit his magic had him stiffening and trying not to panic. She was keeping something from him and trying to figure out how to tell him. “What is it?”

      She huffed in irritation at his easy reading of her. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

      “Then tell me.” His tone brooked no argument.

      “I told you we escaped the slave camp with Saniya’s help?” She waited for his nod before continuing. “Zamaril and I weren’t the only ones branded as slaves and sent to the labour camp—and because I was so hurt... we needed help to get out. We took Mithanis with us, Cuinn.”

      Cuinn reared back, shock flaring through him. “What?”

      “Azrilan did the same thing to Mithanis that he did to you—tore out his wings when he refused to swear loyalty. Only Mithanis didn’t escape. Azrilan tossed him away like he did with Zamaril and me.”

      His mouth opened, closed. He ran a hand through his hair. All this time he’d assumed Mithanis was dead, gone, dealt with by Azrilan. He’d thought about his eldest brother occasionally, but not with grief, even though that shamed him a little. “I assumed Az killed him.”

      “In some twisted way I don’t think he could bring himself to kill either of you.”

      “Where is he now?” He turned away, trying to process the thoughts tumbling through his head. Mithanis was alive. That opened a whole new world of uncomfortable possibilities. He should be glad, shouldn’t he? Mithanis had bullied him and ordered the executions of Falcons Cuinn liked and respected, but he wasn’t the monster he’d always imagined his elder brother to be. It also meant the path to the Mithranan throne was once again crowded.

      “Locked up in the SkyReach.” Exasperation filled her voice, before her face turned sober. “We wouldn’t have gotten out without him.” Talyn lifted a hand out of the water to touch his face, turning him back to face her. Those sapphire eyes were dark with concern. For him. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah.” He managed a smile. “Do you mind if we eat in here tonight? I’m reluctant to share you.”

      “Yes, please,” she said with fervor, then closed her eyes and slid underneath the water. A moment later she popped back up, water streaming down her face and hair, and levelled him with a wicked grin. “Join me?”

      

      “So, you’re going back to Mithranar.”

      They’d eaten and were curled up together before his crackling fire. It was growing late, the castle settling down for the night. She was silent for a long moment, then abruptly she stood, leaving him to walk over towards the window. “Not immediately, but soon, yes.”

      Frowning, he stood too. “What does that mean?”

      It was another long moment before she replied, and he tried to be patient, even though her reluctance to speak was hitting him loud and clear and making him itch with discomfort.

      “I don’t enjoy killing as a rule, Cuinn.” She continued staring out the window as she spoke. “It’s something I’m willing to do when necessary—to save myself, a loved one, an innocent—and I do it without hesitation. I’m good at it. But I don’t take pleasure from it.”

      “I already know that,” he said quietly, beginning to see where this was heading.

      “You remember me telling you about the crazy theory Leviana and Cynia had? That Sari’s death, my father’s death, leaking my true identity to Mithanis—that they were all attempts by some unknown person to get me to come back to Ryathl. To join the Dumnorix court.”

      “You think it was Tarcos.” It wasn’t a question.

      “I know it was Tarcos.” Talyn’s hands curled into fists where they lay on the stone windowsill. “He needed me to join Aethain’s court so that when we married he would have a legitimate claim to the Twin Thrones, or at least powerful leverage to force the other Dumnorix to accept him once he allied with Azrilan and took the warlord’s title.”

      “Talyn, I—”

      “He was so upset when I went back to Mithranar, even more upset when I turned down his offer of marriage. Like a fool I thought it was because I’d hurt him, because he was in love with me. What arrogance.” Her words were bitter, and he let them pour out, giving her the space to say what she needed to. “I missed it.”

      “Like I missed Azrilan doing to me what I’d been doing to everyone my whole life,” Cuinn said, his own bitterness surging. “You think I don’t hate myself for that?”

      She nodded once. A silence fell, and eventually she turned to face him.

      “He killed Sari. He killed my father.” She shrugged, met his eyes.

      “I know.”

      “I’m going to kill him, and I’m not going to be nice about it, Cuinn. I’m going to sneak into his fortress and kill him in his bed and I’m not even going to give him the chance to fight back.” Her voice was cold, dark, remorseless.

      “What does Sari say about it?” he asked.

      “It doesn’t matter. Because if our situations were reversed, she’d already be on her way to Firthland to hunt him down.”

      Of course she would.

      “Okay,” he said.

      She huffed a breath. “Really? Just like that? I know how you feel about violence.”

      He took a step towards her. “I love you, Talyn. More than that, I love all the things that make up who you are. Tarcos killed the person you loved most in this world, he killed the father you adored, and you are warrior born. I accept that you are going to kill Tarcos, that it’s not in you to do otherwise, even though I might not like it.”

      She smiled faintly, and her shoulders sagged as if in relief. “Thank you.”

      “I…” He cleared his throat, needing to make his own confession. “I know what it is to kill now.”

      Fire popped into the silence that fell, and he couldn’t meet her eyes. She came to him, took his hands. “How did you feel?”

      “I hated it.”

      “I’m glad.” She leaned up to press a warm kiss to his jaw. “I’m sorry that it was necessary, but I’m so proud of the strength you’ve shown. After everything, you found a way to fight back.”

      Unable to speak, he wrapped an arm around her waist and led her back to the cushions by the flames, stealing a long kiss as he did.

      “Do you want me to come with you to Firthland? I assume you’re going straight on to Mithranar after.”

      Talyn shifted in his embrace, turning so that she could face him. “That’s up to you. What do you want to do?”

      “I never want to be more than three feet away from you ever again,” he said firmly. “But I also think that in negotiations with Rados, my song magic will be invaluable.”

      She closed her eyes, rested her forehead against his chest. “It’s not just your magic. It’s you. You were born for this. They need you.”

      “Just like you were born for carrying out daring plans that would have no hope of success if anyone else was involved,” he murmured. “And as much as I hate to lose you, I’m glad you’re going back home. The guilt I constantly feel for being so far away... knowing what they must be suffering... it eats at me, Talyn.”

      “You did the right thing. If you’d stayed, you would be no closer to unseating Azrilan. Not when he has Montagn behind him.” A smile curled at her mouth, and she reached up to touch his cheek.

      “I refused to let you down. I couldn’t,” he whispered. “You’ll go back home, and I’ll stay here to deal with Firthland. Once that’s done, I’ll come to you, and I’ll bring the Twin Thrones behind me.”

      “I’ll be waiting.” Her sapphire eyes glimmered with resolve.
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      Talyn stayed two days. Long enough to go over her plan and make it a better one. Long enough to wait for Doran and his Montagni ship to arrive and give him and the crew a day on land to rest.

      Not anywhere near long enough.

      But while Talyn planned strategy with her family and the Dumnorix commanders, Cuinn opened negotiations with Rados. He started slow and with honesty. He told Rados what had happened in Port Lathilly, what the status of their forces was.

      Cuinn told him in no uncertain terms that the Dumnorix wanted the war over and that was why Rados had been brought to Port Lachley.

      “Why me?” Rados challenged. “What is it you think I can do?”

      “Tarcos hates you.”

      The Firthlander’s fierce expression tightened. “True enough. And I assume you know why he hates me. I wasn’t enough of a firebrand for him.”

      “You were loyal to your uncle. To the Twin Thrones.”

      “I don’t know who I’m loyal to anymore.” Rados turned away, beginning to pace. “I am Firthlander to my bones. I’m Bearman trained and heir to a lord. I love my country.”

      “And you don’t want to see your countrymen die for no good reason,” Cuinn said softly, threading his voice with his sincerity. “I feel the same way, Rados.”

      “That doesn’t make us friends. I’m not your puppet and I never will be. We have been punished for decades for a war nobody alive today started,” he snapped. “I was loyal to the Twin Thrones because your kings have treated us with respect and fairness, but that doesn’t mean we like the yoke around our necks, and it doesn’t mean we don’t fear what happens when a less-great Dumnorix ascends the Twin Thrones. Not to mention the fact Tarcos hates me means I have little influence in Samatia. So I ask again, why am I here?”

      Cuinn met his fierce look and held it. “You are here because you agreed to be. Because when Saundin came to you and offered a way out of this war, you took it. Because you are a better man than your cousin.” He took a step forward. “And because the Dumnorix want to work with you, as an ally, to end the war none of us want.”

      A moment’s silence, then, “It’s not as simple as you make it sound. Tarcos has dragged Montagn into this thing.”

      “I know. But we have to start somewhere.”

      “Saundin told me you have a strategy for ending it without more bloodshed.”

      “We do. But we can’t pull it off without you.”

      Rados straightened his shoulders. “I will deal with the Dumnorix directly, or not at all.”

      Cuinn smiled faintly. “You’re dealing with the regent right now. But yes, if you agree, you’ll be negotiating directly with all of us.”

      Rados offered his hand. “Then let’s talk.”

      Cuinn shook.

      

      Talyn left the following morning. She was out of bed before dawn, no doubt off to prepare. When he woke, Cuinn went looking and found her in a small courtyard by one of the side gates in the castle saddling FireFlare—the mare would be travelling with her back to Mithranar.

      He lingered for a moment, watching her as she checked the saddle and stirrups, before affixing a bow and quiver of arrows to their places and then finally buckling on her saddlebags. The space at the small of her back was empty, Sari’s daggers lost the night she’d killed Savin with them. His magic told him this wasn’t a wound she’d allowed herself to deal with yet.

      She was leaving already. It hit him like a punch. Not just leaving, but going to sneak into an extremely well-guarded fortress to kill a warlord no doubt surrounded by fierce warriors. His chest squeezed fiercely and for a moment it was hard to draw breath. “I am finding this extremely difficult,” he said aloud, alerting her to his presence.

      She turned at his voice and came straight over. The look in her eyes told him she knew exactly what he meant. She didn’t say anything, didn’t need to, just reached out and squeezed his hand.

      “Zamaril and Andres and the Wolves?” he asked.

      “Already aboard the ship—I wanted to speak with you all privately.” Talyn made a face. “I think I’m going to be spending the entire ship journey to Samatia fighting Zamaril and Andres on not accompanying me into the city. They’re not happy.”

      “They might be extra protection for you,” he tried arguing, but she was already shaking her head.

      “Three people can evade detection; I don’t want to risk a larger group. Besides, if it all goes wrong, Zamaril is our next best chance of getting to Tarcos.”

      Something in her voice changed when she mentioned the thief’s name, and he cocked his head. “He’s not just your talon anymore, is he?”

      “Don’t,” she warned him.

      He lifted his hands in the air in surrender, very familiar with what that tone from her meant. Push any further and he might lose a valuable limb. She was nowhere near ready to accept that she might one day have another Callanan partner. That was fine. Zamaril had endless patience where Talyn was concerned. And Cuinn was glad that it was him.

      “What’s with all the mystery?” Ariar bounced into the yard, cheerful as always, saving Cuinn from the fierce scowl on Talyn’s face. He was dressed for riding too, no doubt having been out for a gallop on Greylord before confining himself to the castle for the rest of the day. The Dumnorix had a lot of work ahead of them with Rados. “Can’t you just leave by the front gates like a normal person?”

      “No, because I’m not going straight to Mithranar.” Talyn paused as Alyna and Soar appeared, waiting for them to join her.

      A brief silence fell. Alyna looked at Cuinn with a questioning eyebrow. He gave her a little shrug.

      “Go on,” Soar said eventually.

      “For Cuinn’s plan with Rados to work best, for a clean finish to the war with Firthland so that we can quickly reposition to deal with Montagn, Tarcos can’t be allowed to live.” She spoke briskly. “I’m going home via Samatia.”

      Ariar’s eyebrows shot skywards. “You’re going to assassinate Tarcos Hadvezer?”

      “Talyn, no, you can’t. That’s too dangerous a precedent to set,” Alyna said. “We cannot go around assassinating fellow rulers because we don’t like them.”

      “Tarcos did it,” Talyn countered. “He sent a Shadow to murder our king.”

      Those words resonated sharply. Cuinn glanced between Talyn and the rest of their family. Ariar was already nodding slightly, Soar and Alyna undecided.

      “Mama, Soar, we can’t afford for the war to linger. If Cuinn’s plan works and Tarcos is left alive, you will have the lingering issue of rebellion in Firthland and more army desertions. He has to be gone for Rados to take undisputed leadership of the country.”

      “And what if some other rebel Firthlander decides to retaliate, send a Shadow after one of us again?” Alyna countered. “It’s bad enough Tarcos did it once. We cannot reciprocate.”

      “She’s right,” Soar said heavily. “As badly as I want to see that man gone, this isn’t the way.”

      “I would agree, if that’s all it was about,” Talyn said. “But he killed Sari. I won’t let that lie.”

      Alyna opened her mouth. Closed it. A grim look filled her face as if for a moment she could forget she was Dumnorix and remember the Callanan warrior she’d been. “And he murdered Trys. Kill him, Talyn.”

      “You always have my support, Cousin,” Ariar spoke then, “But going into Samatia alone to kill a man no doubt surrounded by Shadows, Armun and Bearmen is a close to impossible task, even for you.”

      “I’m not going alone.” A small smile teased her mouth. “I’ll be leading a three-warrior Callanan strike force. I don’t care how good Tarcos’s protectors are. They won’t see us coming until it’s too late.”

      Cuinn looked up as Leviana and Cynia walked into the courtyard, perfectly on cue. They were dressed in full Callanan gear and heavily armed. At the sight of four Dumnorix turning to stare at them, they bowed gracefully, but didn’t say a word.

      Cuinn chuckled. “I’m not betting against those three getting to Tarcos.”

      Talyn gave him a quick look of gratitude before settling her gaze on Soar. The Sky Chieftain eventually gave a slow nod. “All right.”

      Talyn stepped forward to throw her arms around her mother and the two hugged for a long time. “Stay safe.”

      “Don’t do all the work of winning the war for us,” Ariar complained as he hugged her next. “Leave something for my Aimsir, won’t you?”

      “Your Aimsir are going to have plenty to do,” she promised. “I look forward to seeing you in a couple of months.”

      “Come home safe,” Soar said soberly.

      And then she was turning to Cuinn, sapphire eyes roving over his face as if committing it to memory. “Be ready for when he’s dead.”

      “We will,” he murmured. “Burn bright and true, Talyn.”

      She leaned up to kiss him. His arms settled around her and pulled her close, deepening the kiss. Eventually she pulled away, leaning up to murmur in his ear. “I love you.”

      They lingered there for a moment, reluctant to part, then she tore herself away with a sigh and went to FireFlare. Leviana and Cynia offered waves to Cuinn, and then all three of them were riding out of the courtyard.

      Cuinn watched until they vanished from sight.

      When he shook himself and turned, he found all three Dumnorix doing exactly the same thing. Even Theac and Evani were staring through the open gates, a wistful look on their faces.

      He chuckled. “Come on. Let’s go and open negotiations with Rados Hadvezer. Soon the warlord of Firthland will be dead, and we need to have a new high king ready.”
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      “This is the best mission ever!” Leviana announced with glee.

      Cynia glanced down the precipitous cliff face, then back at her partner. “Sometimes I wonder about your sanity.”

      “Sometimes?” Talyn asked.

      “At least I’m not balancing right on the edge like that massive drop is no more than a little jump.” Leviana pointed at Talyn.

      She smiled. “That’s my winged folk blood.”

      “Yes, well, your winged folk blood isn’t going to save you if a wind kicks up suddenly and knocks you off,” Cynia said pointedly. “So if for no other reason than my anxiety levels, could you please step away?”

      Talyn did as requested, scanning the rapidly darkening skies as she did so. They looked clear—no niever-flyers in sight patrolling above the city. All around them were trees, the ground rocky and dry, the area uninhabited.

      “I couldn’t see much inside the fortress this high up, but there were no visible watching posts or guards on the cliff face,” she said. “There’s no room for them; it’s nothing but rock.”

      “You’re sure nobody has ever tried this before?” Cynia asked now.

      Far below their feet, built into the bottom of the rugged and precipitous cliff face they stood on, was the warlord’s fortress. Samatia, the capital of Firthland, sprawled out across a wide, flat valley beyond it. Several main roads snaked out of the western end of the valley, joining the rest of the country to its capital. At the eastern end were the mountains, the fortress built deep into stone and rock so that it perched above the city.

      “If anyone has tried it before, I doubt they were successful,” Leviana said. “You definitely couldn’t get an army down this way.”

      “You’d think a Shadow would have pointed it out as a vulnerability, though. Don’t tell me one of them wouldn’t think to access the fortress via the cliff to carry out an assassination,” Cynia persisted. “There could be trip wires or guards waiting at the bottom.”

      “We can keep an eye out for tripwires on the way down.” Leviana shrugged. “And any guards waiting at the bottom will not be expecting us. We’ll have the advantage of surprise.”

      “Cynia, you’re the best markswoman I know. If there are guards waiting, you can take them out from above before they even see us,” Talyn added.

      “That’s if I don’t fall halfway down,” Cynia grumbled, but then conceded. “When do you want to go in?”

      “Not until that sun has fully set.” Talyn gave the skies another uneasy glance. “If a patrolling niever-flyer spots us mid-way down, we’ll be open target practice.”

      “Yes, much better idea to scale a dangerous cliff face in the dark,” Cynia said, but a smile curled at her mouth. “Should we wait until after midnight? Catch them when most of the fortress is asleep and guards are least alert?”

      “Normally I’d second that, but in this case we have to give ourselves time to escape,” Talyn said. “Assuming we can get to Tarcos without raising the alarm, we still have to make the climb back up this cliff. We’ll need the full night for that.”

      None of them had to say out loud what it would mean if the alarm was raised while they were still in there. They’d have a fortress full of armed warriors to face down. Chances of escape in that scenario would be slim to none.

      Leviana grinned. “I told you. This is going to be fun!”

      

      Leviana went first, acting as spotter for her partner, who was climbing second. Talyn came at the rear, her job to scan the skies for patrolling niever-flyers. They were clad head to toe in black, woolen masks covering their faces so that nothing but their eyes showed. Even their weapons were wrapped in black cloth to prevent metal flashing for anyone who might be glancing up at the cliffs above the fortress.

      Talyn wore a sword slung over her shoulder and a knife at her hip. Cynia’s bow and quiver were slung over her shoulders as usual, but she also carried a knife in her boot. Leviana claimed to have eleven knives clustered around her person.

      The climb was long and brutal. Darkness and minimal handholds in the rock made for slow, cautious progression. Leviana, a skilled climber, identified the best path for Cynia and Talyn to follow. They weren’t even halfway down when Talyn realised that it was doubtful either she or Cynia would have been able to make the climb without Leviana helping them find the way.

      The light varied too—it was a cloudy night with a brisk breeze flowing from the east. Cloud cover intermittently dimmed the moon’s light before clearing to make it brighter. Leviana deliberately chose a path down that made use of the folds in the rock, hiding them in shadow as much as possible. They inched ever downwards, the fortress below a beacon of hundreds of individual pinpricks of orange light.

      Talyn had only ever been to Samatia once, while on Callanan assignment with Sari, but Cynia and Leviana had been there multiple times. Even better, Leviana had stayed in the fortress during trading trips her father had made to Samatia when she was growing up.

      As the fortress grew close enough to make out the shapes of the patrolling guards on the western wall facing the city, Leviana began angling them sideways across the cliff face, heading towards the northeastern corner. According to her, the warlord’s quarters were on the top level there.

      “Historically, the high kings liked the idea of looking down over their city,” she’d explained. “Of having nobody living higher than them.”

      “I bet Tarcos loves that too,” Cynia muttered darkly.

      Talyn had said nothing. Even the mere mention of his name made her so angry and guilty that her chest constricted and her stomach threatened to expel her previous meal. She hated that he’d successfully played her, but more than that, she hated him in a way she’d never hated anything or anyone before.

      Both Sari and her father were dead because of him. Her life almost ruined, her mother’s heart broken, Azrilan given the ability to take Mithranar and kill Wolves, Halun, in the process.

      No, hate wasn’t even a strong enough word for how she felt about Tarcos Hadvezer.

      Much of the fortress extended back into the rock, dug out generations earlier, but the front of it emerged from the mountainside in a series of stone balconies and stairwells linking the various levels. Samatia reflected its fortress, a city that bustled and housed thousands, but without the hint of magic and spices that wrapped Dock City or the bright ocean of Ryathl.

      Her attention was drawn back to the present when Leviana halted below, lifting a hand. Talyn stilled against the cliff. Her arms burned and sweat slicked her skin, but her breath came easily. The anticipatory joy of a coming fight began winding through her blood.

      This was what she did. It was who she was. Nothing would ever change that.

      They’d paused above a private garden emerging from the mountainside. A locked gate sat at its western end, and three high stone walls enclosed it. Beyond the gate a path shrouded in shadow wound down to a wide walkway. That was all she could make out in the dim light.

      It appeared to be deserted, and after they’d hung there for several moments, Leviana gave the go-ahead signal. She scrambled down the remaining distance, landing lightly in the garden. Cynia paused a moment, leaning into the rock, bow drawn and knocked in case Leviana’s appearance brought guards running, but nothing happened.

      Talyn hit the ground only moments after Cynia did, right hand reaching up to curl around the hilt of her sword.

      Silence filled the night around them, broken occasionally by faint snatches of conversation coming from somewhere nearby—an open window, maybe?

      “This should be the warlord’s level,” Leviana murmured. “But the direct approach to his quarters will be bristling with guards.”

      They’d already discussed this. Three Callanan could fight their way through a hallway full of guards—if there weren’t any Bearmen—but by the time they did that the alarm would be raised and it would be close to impossible to get out alive.

      “We go over the balconies,” Talyn said. Leviana had assured her that the warlord—and all the important lords—had quarters at the front of the castle with their own private balconies to view the city. Lesser lords and other residents lived in rooms further back in the fortress where there were no windows, let alone balconies.

      Leviana frowned, her gaze sweeping their surroundings, clearly trying to place where they were in relation to what she knew of the fortress layout. Cynia padded to the gate, glancing through to keep an eye out for anyone approaching.

      Talyn fought to maintain her usual cool calm before a fight. Tarcos was close. The anger that had been simmering away since learning what he’d done to her pushed at the controls she’d placed around it.

      “North,” Leviana said eventually. “I think we’ve come down in the middle of the warlord’s residential level and I’m fairly certain his personal quarters were down at the end of a long corridor—my father showed me in passing once after we were invited up to his dining room for a welcome meal.”

      Unable to stay still any longer, Talyn jogged for the northern garden wall, leaping up to grip the top of the wall and haul herself onto it. There, she lay flat on her stomach, not wanting to reveal her profile to anyone glancing up. Immediately below and to her left were more levels of the fortress snaking down to the impressive stone wall and entrance gates at the ground level. Beyond that the city was visible, thousands of pinpricks of lights filling the massive valley floor.

      A stone wall ran perpendicular to the one she was lying on—parallel to a pathway for patrolling guards—and ran up to the edge of a wide balcony. The opposite side of that balcony ended in rocky mountainside.

      If Leviana was right, that was the warlord’s balcony.

      Steadying her breath, she lay there as bootsteps sounded and a pair of guards marched down the long pathway. They reached the end, turned, and marched back.

      Talyn shifted to drop silently back down into the garden. “Leviana, you’re amazing.”

      The woman brightened. “You found it?”

      Talyn nodded and described what she’d seen. “We’ll have to crawl along the top of the perpendicular wall slow and quiet. All it will take is a single noise to make those guards look up.”

      Cynia frowned. “Coming back that way increases the risk of us getting caught—particularly if Tarcos makes a sound or otherwise grabs the attention of the guards.”

      “We won’t need to.” Talyn explained about the opposite side of the balcony ending in mountainside. “We just start our climb back up from there.”

      Leviana straightened, a fierce grin flashing over her face. “Let’s get this done.”

      “When we reach the balcony, I want the two of you to stay there. Keep an eye on the guards patrolling below and deal with them if the alarm is raised,” Talyn instructed. “I’ll go in alone but I promise to shout if I need help.” If she was quiet enough, any guards posted on Tarcos’s room door wouldn’t hear a thing, and she could creep out the way she’d come in.

      But it was still relatively early. He might not be asleep. And if he was awake, he’d put up a fight. Talyn found herself half-hoping he would—she wanted him to see her face as she killed him, to know that his death was coming.

      “That’s not you, Talyn.”

      “It is tonight.”

      Sari hesitated, then, “I won’t argue because I know I would be saying the same thing in your shoes. Just... make your priority getting out of there alive, okay?”

      “Don’t worry about that.” Going home to Cuinn, the Wolves, her family. That meant far more to her than killing Tarcos did. “But we both know I can kill him and get out of here alive without breaking a sweat, especially with Levs and Cynia at my back.”

      “Maybe just a little sweat. But yes, I couldn’t agree more. Go get him, partner.”

      “We’ll cover your back,” Cynia assured her.

      The journey along the top of the wall was as painstaking as the climb down the mountainside had been. Sliding forward on their stomachs, they had to place every hand, every foot, carefully so as not to make a sound. And they had to keep it slow—quick movements could catch the attention of the guards’ peripheral vision.

      The balcony was dark when Talyn reached it, dropping lightly to the stone and freezing into stillness. Nobody called the alarm. Nobody came running. No light leaked from under the door either.

      Anxiety beat at her—what if he wasn’t inside?

      Leviana’s hand landed on her shoulder, and she silently pointed to where she and Cynia would take up positions on the balcony. Talyn nodded and moved for the door.

      It was unlocked, and she slowly turned the handle and pushed it open. It swung inwards without making a sound, revealing a dark room. Talyn slipped inside and closed the door quickly behind her, halting a moment until her eyes adjusted to the dim light. Once they did, she could make out a large bed with rumpled covers, a dresser, and a sword leaning against a table by the bed.

      “Overconfident, Tarcos,” she murmured. If he was unarmed, this was going to be a lot easier than she’d imagined.

      If he was here.

      She pushed aside her doubts. If he wasn’t here, she would get out without detection and try again.

      “I wish I was with you,”

      “You are,” Talyn said swiftly.

      A burst of warm regard, then Sari went silent, allowing her to concentrate.

      She moved lightly across the stone floor to stop her boots from making a sound, then paused by an inner door that stood half-ajar. Beyond the bedroom was a much larger lounge area. A fire crackled in the grate and the double front doors of the rooms were closed.

      No guards were visible on the inside. The lounge was empty.

      Edging the bedroom door further open, she surveyed the lounge. The fire likely meant someone was in here, or was about to be. Then she heard a snatch of conversation and the tinkle of cutlery.

      Several paces to the immediate left of the entrance doors was an archway. Light spilled into the lounge from beyond the arch—where the sounds were coming from.

      Talyn’s gaze swept the lounge one more time to ensure it was empty, then she moved, quickly crossing the distance between the bedroom door and the wall by the archway. Pressing herself against it, she cautiously leaned around to get a glimpse of what was beyond.

      It was a dining room. Though the space was almost as large as the lounge, the part of the dining table that she’d seen in that quick glimpse seemed small in comparison. A serving table ran along the same wall as the entrance doors and it was laden with steaming platters of food and a jug of wine.

      Comparing what she’d seen crawling along the wall with the layout of these quarters, she guessed the wall directly opposite the serving table probably held at least one window. There was no way to tell what else was in the room without leaning all the way around the arch and revealing her presence.

      Someone spoke again, and her hands curled into fists at her side. The voice was unmistakably Tarcos’s, and by his tone she judged he was giving an order, asking someone for more food. Metal clinked against a plate and then silence fell again.

      So there was at least one other person in the room, probably a servant. But she heard no indication of anyone else. If someone was dining with Tarcos, they were eating in silence.

      “Go, Talyn,” Sari urged. “A guard or someone else could walk through those front doors any moment.”

      Talyn pressed back against the wall and took a long breath. She thought about that night—when Savin had ambushed her and Zamaril, almost killed them both. She thought about the years Tarcos had pretended friendship, had taken her as a lover, had betrayed her with every word and touch. And finally she thought about losing Sari. Of how she was never going to recover from the pain of that loss.

      Then she stepped around the corner and into the room.

      Tarcos was seated at the dining table facing her, his back to the window. His face went rigid with shock when she appeared.

      “Hello, Tarcos.”

      He half-rose from his seat, mouth opening, but she had her knife out of her belt and ready to throw in a heartbeat. “Don’t. Or I will bury this in your throat before you finish shouting the alarm. You know I can.”

      His mouth tightened, but he slid back into his chair. The immediate threat momentarily dealt with, Talyn scanned the room. Nobody else was there. Nobody but the servant. Her eyes flew wide with shock as she saw who it was.

      Tall, gangly, around fifteen years old with too-long raven hair, grave features and starlit grey eyes. He was equally shocked at the sight of her, and both of them froze for a moment.

      “Aeris,” she breathed.

      Tarcos took advantage of her momentary distraction, hurling himself from his chair and grabbing for the boy.

      But Aeris Dumnorix saw it coming and dived to his right, jumping away from Tarcos’ lunge and hitting the floor at Talyn’s feet.

      Or where her feet had been.

      Because she was already leaping forward, crashing into Tarcos as he rose from the chair and using her momentum to force him back against the wall. He shoved at her, his brute strength almost dislodging her grip, but she slammed a knee into his groin and he doubled over, gasping. Before he could think to shout for help she pressed the blade of her knife to his throat.

      “Aeris?” she said without turning around. Her gaze was locked on Tarcos. His hazel eyes writhed with frustrated anger, lips curled in a snarl. He was thwarted and he knew it. She savoured that look.

      “What do you need?” Aeris sounded calm.

      “How many guards are usually posted outside the front doors?”

      “Two Bearmen. Shift change will be in about a full-turn or so, and they always check on the warlord then.”

      Her shoulders relaxed slightly. A full-turn was plenty of time. “If they hear anything and open that door, you find a way to allay their concerns.”

      “Can do.” Aeris’ footsteps sounded as he moved to the archway, ready to step out and deal with it if the guards opened the doors.

      “Why are you here? You know you’ll never get out alive,” Tarcos hissed, face twisted in a rictus of fury. There was nothing in his expression of the man she’d cared about, respected. The one who’d shown gentleness after Sari’s death. How much of that had been an act?

      “You know why I’m here,” she said coldly, throwing the words at him with all of the fury burning inside her. “Your death was inevitable from the moment you organised Sari’s death. How could you not have understood that?”

      “I saved your life,” he rasped, lowering his voice when she dug her knife warningly into the skin at his throat. “Azrilan was going to kill you and the thief both. I asked him to spare you.”

      She barked a laugh. “I’m sorry, do you want me to be grateful for that? For being beaten within an inch of my life and thrown into a slave camp?” She lifted an eyebrow. “Sparing me was the stupidest mistake you’ve ever made.”

      “You can’t really be here to kill me,” he snarled, anger making his body rigid, desperate to lash out at her. “You’ll be dead before you get two steps beyond the door.”

      “You continue to underestimate me, Tarcos Hadvezer,” she murmured, then she pulled back the knife and with one brutal move slammed it between his ribs, angling the blade up to slide through muscle and tendon, holding it there for a long moment.

      He gasped, shock and pain flaring over his face, and he went boneless in her grip. She moved her mouth to his ear. “You’re dead, Tarcos. Dead without a throne or an empire. And if you think Azrilan is going to finish what you started, maybe it’s time to stop underestimating me and realise the truth.”

      She drove the knife all the way in, to his heart, then stepped back and yanked out the blade. Tarcos slid down the wall, one hand covering the blood-soaked patch on his tunic, eyes already glassy. His mouth moved, but only a croaking sound came out. She crouched down, wiped her knife on his tunic, and smiled. “I’m going to marry Cuinn, and I’m going to give him the empire you wanted to take. Think on that as you’re gasping out your last few breaths.”

      He shook his head, mouth curling in a snarling rictus, but nothing came out. Soon the life faded from his eyes and he slumped there, dead.

      “Well done, Cousin.”

      Talyn rose to her feet and spun, sheathing the knife in one movement. Triumph warred with satisfaction and the tiniest bit of remorse for what she’d just done as she faced her cousin. “Aeris! You’re all right?”

      Aethain’s son and heir, the fifteen-year-old boy they’d all assumed was dead, met her gaze without flinching. His unruly mop of curling black hair had grown out, nearly obscuring his luminous Dumnorix eyes. Anger had turned them stone-cold. “He liked the idea of me serving him, so he made me his personal attendant. He thought it served our family right for years of subjecting Firthland to the same treatment.”

      “I—”

      “We should get out,” he continued. “Tarcos has a lover that sometimes visits after his dinner, and the Bearmen will check in at shift change. You’ve a plan?”

      Talyn blinked. She’d never known Aeris particularly well—had only really spoken to him on a handful of occasions—but standing before her was a slightly smaller version of Aethain. Grave, controlled, even-tempered.

      And after months of captivity.

      So instead of coddling, or asking again if he was all right, she simply lifted an eyebrow and asked her king, “How good are you at climbing?”

      

      Cynia was the first to see Aeris as Talyn led him onto the balcony, and her eyes widened with shock. “Levs, we can’t climb back up the cliff,” she said instantly. “We’ll have to find another way.”

      Leviana turned at her partner’s voice, letting out a hissed curse when her gaze fell on Aeris. “Is Tarcos dead, Tal? Because if he’s not, I’m going to go in there and murder him myself.”

      “He’s dead.” Aeris moved for the edge of the balcony. “You came down the mountainside above the fortress? I’ve been trying to work out how to get free so I could escape that way. Don’t worry, I can do it.”

      The partners exchanged a glance. “Your Highness, I don’t think—”

      “If Aeris says he can do it, then he can,” Talyn said firmly. “Cynia, you’ll go first this time. Leviana, as our best climber you’ll shadow Aeris, help him if he needs it. I’ll bring up the rear. Let’s go.”

      “You okay, Tal?” Cynia asked quietly, reaching out to touch her hand.

      “I’m glad he’s dead.” And no matter what those words made her, they were true.

      They made it two thirds of the distance up the cliff face before a hubbub exploded below. By then cloud cover had dimmed the moonlight and they were high enough up that Talyn hoped nobody could spot the dark shapes on the rock face.

      “We need to hurry,” Cynia said. “They’ll have nievers up searching for us in no time.”

      They scrambled over the edge, panting and exhausted, just as the first niever scream sounded in the night sky. Talyn was the first to clamber to her feet and then all four of them were running, moving deep into the forested terrain so that any niever above wouldn’t be able to spot them. She kept a careful eye on Aeris as they ran, but he kept up without complaint.

      Once well clear of the cliff face, they stopped briefly to confer under a thick copse of trees.

      “We could hole up here for the rest of the night and tomorrow, use the tree cover to keep hidden from the niever-flyers,” Leviana said, outlining their options. “Then hike back to the coast tomorrow night under cover of darkness. But I’d prefer to keep moving. By tomorrow they could have figured out how we got in and out and have trackers and Bearmen up here searching.”

      “I agree,” Talyn said. “I want to cover as much ground as we can before daylight.”

      “Your Highness?” Cynia asked, turning to Aeris.

      “I’ll do whatever you and my cousin recommend,” he said quickly. “Tarcos kept me captive, but he didn’t starve or hurt me, so I can keep up if we need to hike all night.” He paused, as if he was going to say something else but thought better of it.

      “What is it?” Talyn asked softly.

      “He thought he was injuring my pride, my dignity, making me less than him, by treating me as a servant.” Aeris’s luminous grey eyes met hers. “The man had no idea what those things truly mean.”

      “No, he didn’t,” Cynia said.

      Talyn reached out, squeezed her cousin’s shoulder. “Let’s go.”

      

      By dawn they’d made it to the coastline north of Samatia where they’d beached their small boat in one of a myriad of small caves along the rugged shore. Talyn eyed the growing light, the empty skies, trying to decide on the best course of action—there were risks no matter what she decided. “I say we go now rather than waiting for nightfall. The niever-flyers don’t seem to be searching this far north yet, and the sooner we make it back to the ship the safer we’ll be.”

      Aeris, Cynia and Leviana surrounded the boat and began dragging it into the shallows without another word.

      Leviana and Talyn rowed while Cynia stood balanced in the prow, bow in one hand, arrow in the other, ready to start firing if they were spotted by a niever-flyer search party. Aeris sat between them, silent, gaze inward.

      Talyn let out a long breath in relief when their stolen Montagni ship came into sight, anchored where they’d left it. Their approach was spotted and a rope ladder dropped over the side. Cynia once again kept watch while Aeris went first, then Talyn and Leviana.

      All her Wolves were lining the deck, clearly relieved to have her back safely. Zamaril’s expression was mutinous—he’d been furious at her decision to leave him behind.

      “Welcome back, Captain. You brought a guest?” Doran came to greet her.

      “Yes. Mayor Doran, meet Prince Aeris Dumnorix, presumptive king of the Twin Thrones.”

      Doran’s eyes widened, one of the Wolves gasped, then everyone was bowing low.

      “Please, don’t,” Aeris said, casting a concerned glance at the sky. “We really should get going.”

      “He’s right.” Talyn looked to Doran. “Lift anchor and get us out of here. We could have niever-flyers all over us any moment.”

      “Northwest for Mithranar?” Doran asked.

      She shook her head. “Change of plans. We’re headed back to Port Lachley. We’ve got a king to return to his throne.”

      He nodded and turned to call orders in a deep, penetrating voice. Dock City sailors scrambled and soon the anchor was winding up and the sails were snapping as they turned into the wind.

      Talyn turned to Aeris. “You should go below deck, just in case. Besides, after last night, you need to get some food and water into you. I’ll come find you soon.”

      He nodded, hesitated. “Thank you, Cousin. I honestly thought I was going to be there for a very long time.”

      She smiled. “I’m glad I found you.”

      

      The three Callanan and Zamaril stood on deck for another full-turn, Andres and the other Wolves arrayed around them and ready for a fight, watching the horizon, before Talyn judged they’d travelled far enough southwest to be safe. She left Leviana and Cynia and the Wolves to keep watch and went to find Aeris.

      He was in the ship’s galley, doing as she’d instructed and eating. He looked up as she entered, gravely pushing aside his bowl and waiting for her to sit opposite him.

      She took a breath, met his eyes. “You know about your parents?” she asked gently.

      Emotion tightened his features, and he swallowed, gave a single nod. “Tarcos took great pleasure in informing me of their deaths, and then reminding me of it. Over and over again.”

      “I am sorry.” It was a useless thing to say, but she couldn’t think of anything else. And no words had helped her when Sari had died.

      “There is nothing for you to be sorry for,” he said simply.

      She reached across the table, took his hand in hers, and squeezed. Their shared Dumnorix blood sang in such proximity and she hoped at least her presence helped him.

      “I have a lot to tell you,” she said. “We’re going to get you back to Port Lachley as quickly as we can.”

      “You were going somewhere else?” he asked. “I heard you talking to the captain earlier.”

      She smiled a little. “I was, so keep eating. I have a long tale to tell.”

      Aeris had finished his stew, then an extra hunk of bread the cook found him, and both of them had drunk their way through a pot of tea by the time Talyn finished her story. Life had returned to his sad eyes during her tale, and she was glad of it.

      “The war seems to be at a precarious crossroads. Now that Tarcos is dead, it’s crucial we come to an agreement with Rados quickly, or Firthland will be plunged into civil war. That won’t help us,” Aeris said thoughtfully.

      “Aeris...” She hesitated. “I hope you understand that none of us are going to dispute your right to the Twin Thrones.”

      “I know that.” A quick smile. “But I’m also painfully aware of my young age. Do you think I would be a hindrance at the negotiating table with Rados and Firthland?”

      “If you think you can handle it, then it is better Rados deals with the same man he will have to deal with in the future,” Talyn said.

      A boyish smile spread across his too-serious face. “Thank you. Let’s get home, Cousin.”
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      “You can’t imagine we were ever going to let your cousin live,” Alyna said bluntly.

      Rados’s mouth tightened. “Your family’s unilateral authority where Firthland is concerned is what started this whole business.”

      Cuinn flicked a glance Alyna’s way, hoping she would take that comment gracefully. So far, he’d stepped back to allow her to run these negotiations. Ariar and Soar were present too, of course, but he was more useful employing his magic—and concentration—to monitor the tone of the room and keep a damper on tempers if necessary.

      They’d been at it over a week, several sessions a day, circling each other and slowly getting to the heart of their negotiations. Rados had stormed out in a fury on day two after both Ariar and Soar had lost their tempers, and it had taken Cuinn’s magic to get him back in the room the following day.

      Rados was as prickly and stubborn as Cuinn remembered Tarcos being. But he didn’t have that undercurrent of bitterness that Cuinn had always felt in Tarcos. Rados was obstinate, and proud, but when he’d said he loved his country, he’d meant it. The man felt his duty down to his bones.

      When the Dumnorix opened discussions on what Rados thought it would take for Firthland to withdraw, it became clear very quickly that Saundin’s assessment was right; Tarcos had enough of the country’s lords and military behind him that he would never withdraw voluntarily unless he suffered an overwhelming military defeat.

      Once that was clear, Alyna broached the subject of replacing Tarcos as a way of ending the war, indicating that the Twin Thrones was open to seeing that come about. Warily, Rados had been willing to discuss that scenario. “But you’ll have to convince me how you’ll manage it. I have little support in Samatia, I won’t be able to topple him alone. And I won’t agree to a solution that involves a civil war.”

      If Cuinn was honest, he’d enjoyed every moment of it. Enjoyed being able to use his magic productively, enjoyed the game play of negotiating.

      This morning, however, was crunch time—time for Rados to learn that his cousin would soon be dead, if he wasn’t already. He’d reacted with predictable fury.

      Alyna’s mouth opened, and Cuinn knew what she was going to say before she said it. He sent her a quick magical jab of warning, and while she shot him a frown, she reconsidered. “Acknowledged, Lord Hadvezer.”

      “Our family was attacked, our king assassinated, and Tarcos’s death will be a direct consequence of that,” Cuinn added mildly. “We respect the boundaries of sovereignty and would never take such action unprovoked.”

      “We?” Rados shifted dark brown eyes to Cuinn, anger snapping in them. “Are you a Dumnorix or the failed prince of Mithranar? I’m confused.”

      “I am regent of the Twin Thrones. A title I will relinquish once I take the Mithranan crown back,” Cuinn said quietly.

      “If your cousin hadn’t murdered our king and his son, we wouldn’t be in this position.” Ariar was losing his temper with the stubborn Firthlander. He became bored and restless quickly in these long meetings, not at all suited for diplomacy and negotiation. Cuinn discreetly kicked him under the table.

      “I was a loyal subject of King Aethain,” Rados snapped. “So don’t blame me for my cousin’s actions. And don’t blame me for your family’s fault in all this.”

      “This isn’t productive.” Cuinn jumped in before Alyna could loose the scathing insult that was about to come flying out of her mouth. “Rados, our family is united. Mithranar and the Twin Thrones are formal allies. You should have no concerns about any agreement you come to with us.”

      Soar sat forward. “Lord Hadvezer, there are grievances on both sides here. We will put ours aside for the sake of a successful negotiation, an end to war. Will you do the same?”

      After a momentary hesitation, Rados inclined his head. “I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t willing to do so.”

      Cuinn settled back into his chair, relieved, and Alyna gave him a little nod before continuing. “Your warlord will be dead soon, Lord Hadvezer, that isn’t negotiable. However, I apologise on behalf of the Twin Thrones that it was necessary.”

      Talyn’s mother managed a genuine note of sincerity in her voice and it visibly softened Rados. Cuinn smiled inwardly.

      “We will give you everything you need to take Tarcos’s position,” Alyna said carefully. Cuinn’s hand curled on the chair in anticipation as he waited for her to play the trump card. “Including complete sovereignty. We would make you high king.”

      Rados stilled, his fierce Firthlander face hiding his shock and surprise well. It hit Cuinn hard though, and he sucked in a breath, riding the wave of stunned wonder from Rados. For the first time he truly realised what sovereignty meant to Firthland.

      “And what do you want of me in return?” Rados asked carefully.

      “Withdraw all Firthland’s forces from the Twin Thrones immediately. Agree to a formal military and trade alliance.”

      “You want us to stand with you against Montagn,” Rados said bluntly.

      “If necessary, yes.”

      Rados visibly steadied himself. “Tarcos has a lot of support in Samatia. If I go back and try to wrest that from him, it will take time. I can’t promise to be able to immediately end the war.”

      “He will be dead soon, and there will be a vacuum to step into. We will do whatever it takes to ensure you are the one that fills it,” Cuinn promised. “Including giving you all the credit for these negotiations. You are free to say that you demanded the crown from us. You will go home as high king.”

      “The Shadowlord has already ordered the Armun Council to begin preparing the way for your return,” Alyna added. “Once Tarcos is dead, you will find you have little opposition.”

      “Of course, it will be up to you to solidify that support and hold their loyalty.” Cuinn sat back in his chair. “But after spending these past days with you, Lord Hadvezer, I am confident you are the man for the job.”

      “I don’t—” Rados was cut off when the bells over the front gates began ringing loudly in a steady rhythm.

      Cuinn frowned. “I’ve never heard that pattern of ringing before.”

      Ariar stood in confusion. “For good reason. Those bells only ring to announce the arrival of the king or queen of the Twin Thrones to the city. And we don’t have one right now.”

      Before any of them could respond, shouts and running feet sounded—all heading in the direction of the main entrance hall, growing steadily louder.

      None of them lingered any longer than that.

      Cuinn was two steps behind Ariar as the Dumnorix ran in a rather undignified fashion for the front entrance. Startled Kingshield came streaming behind, their captain snapping orders at his detail to ensure the Dumnorix were properly surrounded.

      The double doors leading outside stood open as always, and people were streaming into the massive open hall beyond them, alerted by the bells and the excited shouts coming from the soldiers up on the walls by the entrance gates.

      As Cuinn came into the hall behind Ariar, Alyna and Soar only a step behind, two figures walked through the main doors, pausing in the patch of sunlight spilling across the stone. Behind them crowded several Kingshield guards—presumably those from the front gates—working hard to keep a multitude of onlookers a safe distance from their charges.

      “Talyn,” Cuinn breathed. Because that’s who his gaze went straight to. As usual, the sight of her took his breath away—the casual confidence of her stance, the cool mask over her features and those bright sapphire eyes.

      He stepped towards her, but Soar brushed by him, almost making him stumble. The momentary touch sent shock and joy flaring through Cuinn—Soar’s emotions—and then he could feel the same from Alyna and Ariar too. And it wasn’t focused on Talyn.

      Belatedly, he spotted the smaller figure at her side. A boy, gangly, maybe fourteen or fifteen, with a shock of unruly black hair and luminous, starlit grey eyes.

      Cuinn’s eyes widened and he looked straight at Talyn, who by now had spotted him and was flashing him a grin across the hall. He began walking towards them both. Alyna, Soar and Ariar were already crowding around the boy, Ariar lifting him into the air with a loud whoop.

      “Aeris Dumnorix, I take it?” Cuinn murmured when he reached Talyn.

      “It certainly is.” Talyn’s smile widened before she threw her arms around him. He hugged her back fiercely before letting go.

      “You must be Cuinn Acondor-Dumnorix, our regent.”

      The boy sounded so much like his father Cuinn’s breath caught as he turned from Talyn. He had the same grave expression too, and he was offering his hand. Cuinn took it, smiling widely. “That’s right. It’s an honour to meet you, to have you safely home, Your Highness.”

      Aeris’s glance flickered from Cuinn to just over his shoulder, where the Dumnorix emblem hung over the entrance—what had once been amber lightning wreathed around the twin swords was now silver grey. The same was replicated on the chests of all the Kingshield hovering nearby.

      “We are family, Cuinn. You can call me Aeris,” he said. “Talyn has told me all about you.”

      Soar stared between Talyn and Aeris. “What happened?”

      “Tarcos is dead,” Talyn said simply. “And I found Aeris.”

      Cuinn stifled a smile.

      “Tarcos thought keeping me alive so he could lord it over me was more satisfying than killing me,” Aeris explained. “He kept me as his personal servant.”

      “Something I discovered when I went to kill him,” Talyn added. “Fool of an idiot.”

      “Talyn tells me we are in negotiations with Lord Rados Hadvezer,” Aeris said. “Tarcos is dead. How far have the negotiations progressed—I’d like him on a ship for Samatia by tonight if possible?”

      Ariar chuckled. “We could probably arrange for you to get some rest and fresh clothes first. I’m sure given the circumstances Lord Rados will be happy to wait until tomorrow to continue.”

      “No.” Aeris shook his head. “Ending this war is my priority, not to mention that it would be rude if I didn’t formally welcome the future high king of Firthland to my kingdom.”

      Alyna bowed her head. “Rados is in the audience chamber. Let’s go and introduce him to our king.”

      The rigid set of Aeris’ shoulders relaxed, and Cuinn caught his relief at their acceptance of him. “I will need your advice, Alyna. You too, Ariar, Soar. You will let me know if you think I am making a wrong move?”

      “We will.” Soar smiled and clapped him on the back. “We are your family, and we will stand behind you always.”

      “We’ve just advised him that we’re willing to give him the high king’s crown.” Ariar smirked. “So you might find him in rather a stunned state. I doubt he’s even noticed we’ve left the room.”

      Aeris frowned a little. “Talyn told me of that too. It’s a significant move, but I think it’s the right one, and I’m prepared to support it.”

      Cuinn stifled another smile. In one sentence Aeris had supported the decisions made in his absence while simultaneously making the point that he was now king and could have revoked their decision if he chose. His father’s son indeed.

      Talyn tugged Cuinn aside as the family followed Aeris through to the audience chamber. “Doran, Levs and Cynia are re-supplying the ship as we speak. I can’t linger here—the detour to Port Lachley means I’ve already been delayed more than I wanted to.”

      Cuinn cast a glance after the retreating Dumnorix. “Your mother will murder you for leaving without saying goodbye.”

      She gave him a sheepish look. “Smooth it over for me?”

      “No.” He shook his head.

      “What? Why not?” she asked, the indignance in her tone making him laugh.

      “Because, beloved.” He framed her face with his hands. “I am coming with you.”

      She stilled.

      “Aeris is back. That changes everything. I don’t need to be away from home any longer. I refuse,” he said, the emotion leaking out of his voice despite his best efforts. “I’m coming back with you, Talyn.”

      One of her hands reached up to twine with his as she nodded, light dawning in her stunning eyes. “Good.”

      He kissed her, hard, then stepped away. “We can’t both disappear though. At least they’re all in the same room. Let’s go say our goodbyes.”

      

      A brisk wind lifted Trystaan’s wings as he took off from the SkyRider landing platform, making it an easy flight to the harbour, soaring over the anchored ships until Cuinn spotted the Montagni ship Talyn and Doran had stolen. Two smaller boats were tacking away from the port side, presumably having carried supplies out to prepare it for departure.

      Fortunately the ship had a wide, open deck, though several of the Dock City sailors scuttled away in alarm at the sight of Trystaan’s wingspan swooping over it. The eagle’s challenging shriek as he dropped out of the sky probably didn’t help matters.

      The bear-sized mayor of Dock City strode over as Cuinn was unbuckling his harness. Zamaril appeared too, seemingly from nowhere, and any Wolves on deck drifted closer, pretending like they weren’t.

      Trystaan shifted restlessly until the harness was off—the short flight hadn’t been enough for him—before soaring back into the sky.

      “Your Highness.” Doran came to a dead stop in astonishment.

      “Mayor,” Cuinn said cheerfully. “Talyn isn’t far off. Are we ready for departure as soon as she arrives?”

      “We are,” Doran said slowly.

      “You’re coming with us?” Zamaril asked eagerly.

      “I am.” Cuinn’s smile stretched from ear to ear.

      Several Wolves lifted their hands as if to clap, then lowered them, but all were grinning. A wiry figure dropped out of the rigging and joined them, straightening into a sharp salute—Andres.

      “That’s excellent news,” Doran said, bowing low. “I’ll be in the pilot’s cabin if you need me, Your Highness.”

      Andres turned and began snapping orders to the Wolves to deploy in a protective formation around Cuinn.

      “You’re a SkyRider now?” A curious voice came from the opposite side of the deck.

      Cuinn turned to find two Callanan standing there, arms crossed as they studied him. Another smile teased at the corners of his mouth. “Leviana. Cynia. It’s lovely to see you again. You’re coming back to Mithranar with us?”

      “Yes, without any permission or authorisation.” Cynia scowled at her partner.

      “She’s our friend, Cynia,” Leviana said quietly. “And you know Sari would want us to have her back.”

      “Yes, but you know me. I am hardwired to identify the flaws in any plan.” Cynia shrugged.

      “She will be glad. She misses you both when you’re apart,” Cuinn said quietly.

      One of the sailors called out then, warning of the approach of the ship’s boat. Talyn was on board with Theac and Evani. Errana and her daughters would remain safe in Port Lachley until Mithranar was Cuinn’s. Theac came up first, scowl firmly in place at having to scramble up a rope ladder.

      “Smile, Theac.” Cuinn clapped him on the back. “We’re going home.”

      “Good news indeed.” A smile wreathed the man’s grizzled features.

      Talyn came up last before waving down a thanks to the boat crew who’d rowed them out. She exchanged enthusiastic greetings with Cynia and Leviana before coming over to Cuinn.

      The deck rocked underneath them as the anchor was raised, and then a series of orders and answering shouts had sailors scrambling over the decks to begin turning the ship and unfurling the sails.

      “Are you all right?” Cuinn asked her. His magic told him she was satisfied with her success in Firthland and relieved and joyful that she’d found Aeris alive and brought him home. But Tarcos had been her lover for many years, and she had genuinely cared for him. The betrayal had to bite deep. Not to mention the guilt—she’d been the lover of the man who’d killed her partner.

      “He was so angry when I killed him.” Her gaze turned pensive, and she looked away. “How was it that I never saw that anger in him? Never saw the bitterness or hate?”

      “I ask myself the same about Azrilan all the time.” Similar guilt seared him, still as fresh as ever. “I never trusted him completely, because he was Mithanis’s man, or so I thought... but I genuinely believed he cared for me.”

      “Your brother is clever, cleverer than most people I’ve encountered,” Talyn murmured.

      “I will regret that mistake for the rest of my life,” he said bitterly.

      “We all make mistakes. I learned that the hard way.” She stepped closer to him. “And even when those mistakes lead to awful consequences, we still have to accept them and acknowledge that one mistake doesn’t define us. It’s what we do afterward that does.”

      He nodded, resting his forehead against hers.

      “I’m so glad you’re coming back with me,” she whispered then, her arms winding around his neck so she could pull him close.

      He closed his eyes and let himself take strength from her, from what they were together. “Let’s go home, Talyn.”
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      It was a journey of eleven days to sail north, tacking far to the east to avoid Feather Bay and Sparrow Island, before angling northwest until the awe-inspiring peaks of the SkyReach became visible on the horizon.

      Doran and his crew anchored just off the barren northeast coast, and they began the painstaking process of transferring crew, horses and supplies to shore.

      Thoroughly unimpressed with being confined to a ship’s stall for over three weeks, FireFlare refused to go calmly into the boat transferring her ashore. Talyn had to work with her for a good half-turn before she finally got the fractious mare into the boat. By then Theac—bless him—had organised the transfer of the other horses and supplies. Cuinn and Trystaan soared on the thermals above, oblivious, a faint speck against the grey sky.

      “It’s a shame to leave her,” Doran said mournfully of the ship as they prepared to head inland.

      “It’s not like you can sail her back into Feather Bay,” Talyn said.

      “I’d almost rather a stint in the city cells than sitting on this creature for the next few days.” Doran held himself rigid in the saddle, as if he expected his horse to buck him off at any moment.

      “It wouldn’t be a stint in the cells—it would be death.” Talyn glanced around for Theac. FireFlare was yanking impatiently on the reins, almost pulling her arm from its socket. “Theac? Can you get them all going? I’m going to have to run the energy out of FireFlare or she’s going to fight me all the way there.”

      Theac cast a highly dubious look at the snorting mare, then stepped around her and barked an order for the crew, Wolves, and Callanan to gather round.

      Breathing a sigh of relief, Talyn left him to it and swung up into the saddle, finally loosing the reins and giving the mare her head.

      A helpless whoop of delight roared out of her as FireFlare’s head dropped and she stretched out into the famous racing gait of the Aimsir bloodline, the open, snow-covered plains spread out before them.

      Talyn crouched in the saddle, using voice and heels to urge FireFlare to her top speed. The copper mare needed little urging, eager to test herself on this flat surface.

      And then there was nothing in Talyn’s world but the blur of speed, the wind racing past her face, the rhythmic motion of the mare under her and joy. Joy in the day. Joy in being an Aimsir astride one of the finest mares ever born.

      A scream sounded from above.

      Talyn glanced up, over her shoulder, grinned at the sight of Trystaan dropping out of the sky, wings spread wide, screeching a challenge. FireFlare heard it and lengthened her stride.

      She settled lower in the saddle, hands curling around the reins, a grin spreading unbidden across her face. Trystaan swooped gracefully alongside her, wings beating powerfully. She caught a glimpse of Cuinn’s face as he turned to flash a smile at her.

      And they raced.

      

      Five long days of slow riding—given most of their crew had never seen a horse in their lives, let alone ridden one—brought them to the foothills of the SkyReach where the old SkyRider outpost nestled on the lower mountainside.

      Their approach was spotted well before they got anywhere close, two Falcons lifting into the sky and cautiously approaching, bows drawn and knocked. As soon as they recognised Talyn, they lowered the weapons and landed in the snow, bright emerald and pink wings stunning against the white. Every time she was away for a long period of time she forgot just how pretty the winged folk were.

      “Ciantar.” They saluted, their excitement evident in their shifting stances and rustling wings. “You’re back.”

      “Firas, Tarlen,” she greeted them. “Is all well?”

      “Aye, Ciantar.” Firas nodded. “Welcome home.”

      “Can you let Corrin and Windsong know we’re coming up?” she asked, gaze flicking to the sky where Trystaan was currently hidden by low-flying clouds. “And that Cuinn is with us.”

      Both Falcons froze, their gazes immediately searching the rather ragtag group gathered behind Talyn and Theac.

      “He’s up there.” She pointed. “Don’t worry, you’ll get to see him soon.”

      The Falcons lifted into the sky and headed back towards the hills. Talyn gave the order to dismount, and the group began winding their way up through the foothills.

      They’d barely walked a quarter-turn when there was a blur of movement from Talyn’s right and a snarl ripped through the air, terrifying several of the nearest horses. Jasper landed gracefully on the trail before her, green eyes flashing. Unable to hold back her smile she dropped to her knees and held out a hand. “How did you know we were back today?”

      Jasper bumped his head against her hand once, twice, then turned and padded up the trail, eagerness in every line of the tawncat’s body. He knew Cuinn was nearby.

      Soon after, Trystaan’s shriek heralded the arrival of Cuinn, who landed the magnificent eagle on a patch of flat ground. Trystaan had barely lifted off when Jasper hit Cuinn in the chest, sending him stumbling backwards, laughing.

      Talyn smiled, watching as the two reunited. Tears shone bright in Cuinn’s eyes as he held the tawncat close. “You found her.”

      Jasper snorted, bumped his head against Cuinn’s chest, then bounded away. Cuinn stood up, still grinning. His cheeks were flushed with cold, eyes bright from flying.

      “Ready for this?” she asked, even though she knew the answer.

      “Readier than I’ve ever been for anything,” he replied. “Let’s go.”

      

      Corrin and Windsong waited at the main entrance, Liadin and Lyra flanking them. Behind, what seemed like every Wolf and Falcon resident in the outpost had crowded into the open foyer area beyond the doors. Firas and Tarlen hadn’t stinted on who they’d passed the news to, it seemed.

      Talyn slowed her pace, allowing Cuinn to take the lead, the Wolves, Callanan and the Dock City sailors doing the same. Jasper paced at Cuinn’s side.

      The moment Cuinn came into sight, the Wolves started howling, the eerie noise resounding through the icy air. Windsong, Corrin and the talons bowed, and the howls turned into raucous cheers, whistling and clapping.

      The excitement was palpable, sending shivers down the back of Talyn’s neck. She could see how their joy affected Cuinn, how it made him momentarily rock back on his heels, and was glad. He deserved this.

      “Welcome home, Your Highness,” Windsong said, stepping closer so he could be heard over the furor.

      Cuinn smiled, his gaze running over everyone gathered, making sure he included everyone in his smile. “Thank you, Anrun. It’s good to be home.”

      “We didn’t expect to see you so soon. Is everything well in the south?” Corrin asked, a little frown on his face. His gaze flicked between Talyn and Cuinn.

      Cuinn lifted a hand, and the cheering slowly faded into an expectant silence. Talyn shifted from foot to foot, anticipating their reaction to the news they brought with them.

      “Tarcos Hadvezer is dead,” Cuinn said, pitching his voice so that all could hear, and wrapping it in magic, strength, hope, determination. Even Talyn was affected by it. “Aeris Dumnorix holds the Twin Thrones. And, if all has gone well, then as of this moment Firthland is ruled by a new high king who has agreed to ally with me and the Twin Thrones against Montagn. The war in the south is over.”

      A hush fell over the foyer.

      Hope, precious and fragile, filled the space where excitement and joy had been. And then someone whistled, another followed suit, and the mountain was once again raucous with cheering.

      Talyn breathed in the cheers, letting them fill her with their excitement. They’d wanted him home. Wanted the future, the Mithranar, that she and Cuinn had once promised them. But she was sure they’d never truly expected Cuinn to return with such a victory behind him. That he might bring home a real chance of winning Mithranar for their own.

      Corrin’s eyes shone. Windsong looked equally aglow. Lyra and Liadin were furling and unfurling their wings in giddy excitement, no doubt picking up all the emotions around them as well as feeling their own.

      “Talyn, I think I’m in love with Cuinn now too.” Leviana nudged her arm. “We might have to fight over him.”

      Talyn chuckled.

      “He is rather impressive.” Cynia sighed.

      The renewed cheering eventually died down into an expectant silence. Windsong smiled, bowed slightly. “So now we deal with Montagn,” he said.

      Cuinn glanced at Talyn, and she smiled. “Yes.”

      

      After Windsong had dismissed the Wolves and Falcons back to their duties, Talyn sought out Kaeri, leaving Leviana and Cynia in her talons’ capable hands.

      “You might want to start them training with the newer recruits,” she suggested to Liadin and Lyra. “They’re two of the best fighters I’ve ever seen.”

      “You aren’t going to disappear on us, are you?” Leviana asked suspiciously.

      “Not at all, I promise. I’ll come find you later.”

      “Will you do a demonstration fight with Talon Lightfinger again?” Lyra asked excitedly as they walked off. “The Wolves would love to see that!”

      “Lady Kaeri has been mostly keeping to herself,” Corrin explained as Cuinn and Talyn followed him, Jasper pacing behind. “Although she trains with us every day. She’s a solid fighter.”

      “Mithanis?” Cuinn asked.

      “We haven’t spoken to him at all—we change his guards regularly in case he tries to use song magic on them. And we make sure they’re human Wolves, not Falcons, to be extra careful.” Corrin came to a halt outside a closed door. “Is there anything else I can do?”

      Talyn said, “Can you organise a meeting later? You, Windsong and the talons, plus Levs and Cynia.”

      He saluted. “Will do, Ciantar. Your Highness.”

      Talyn knocked, entering after a moment when there was no response. Kaeri stood outside on the balcony, apparently oblivious to the cold, staring across the channel towards her home. Talyn cleared her throat before stepping out onto the balcony, not wanting to startle her friend. Cuinn’s light touch on the small of her back indicated this conversation was hers to lead.

      Kaeri turned gracefully, and the smile that lit up her face was warm. “Talyn. It’s good to see you.”

      Talyn hugged her, equally glad to see the Montagni princess. After what they’d been through together, Kaeri was a steadying presence. “You remember Prince Cuinn, I imagine?”

      “Of course. The betrothed who spurned me.” Her words were cool, but a little smile curled at the corner of her mouth.

      “Kaeri Venador.” Cuinn bowed gracefully, but his green eyes twinkled. “It is a pleasure to see you again. I am truly glad you survived my brother’s spill.”

      “I suppose it’s good to see you.” Kaeri frowned a little. “Talyn has told me a little of what always hid behind that playboy façade of yours.”

      “She also told me what you did for her.” Cuinn’s smile vanished and Talyn’s heart clenched at the pain that flashed through his eyes. They both still had so much guilt and grief that had built up over the past months—and it wasn’t going to magically vanish just because they were back together. Especially since Azrilan still had Cuinn’s throne. “For that I am forever in your debt, Kaeri Venador.”

      Kaeri huffed an irritated breath and waved him off. “I could hear the shouts of excitement at your arrival, and I imagine your commanders need your urgent attention, yet you came to speak with me first. You want something.”

      “We do.” Talyn settled against the railing, ignoring the ice-cold of the stone soaking through her sleeves.

      “Then ask.”

      Talyn took a breath. Kaeri wasn’t one to appreciate prevarication, so she simply came out with it. “I have a plan, and it involves making you ahara of Montagn.”

      Kaeri let out a peal of uncharacteristic laughter, but quickly sobered when neither Talyn nor Cuinn smiled. “You’re not serious?”

      “Utterly. How would you like to be Ahara Kaeri Venador? I think it has rather a nice ring to it.”

      “Whether I’d like it or not is beside the point. It’s impossible.” Impatience edged Kaeri’s voice as she began ticking off fingers one by one. “I’m a woman. Azrilan’s House holds power in Montagn now. My House is out in the cold and isn’t strong enough to mount a challenge. I have a slave tattoo on my face. Did I mention I’m a woman?”

      “What if I could get you an army?” Talyn asked. “One that would dwarf any army that House Manunin could summon.”

      “The Twin Thrones are at war, and even if your family somehow deals with Firthland without more bloodshed, they still don’t have—”

      “I’m not talking about the Twin Thrones.” Talyn cut her off. “I’m talking about freeing the slaves.”

      Wind whistled into the sudden silence.

      Kaeri stared at Talyn as if she didn’t know whether she was insane or joking, or maybe both.

      A smile crept over Talyn’s face. “How many slaves were in our labour camp? Two thousand? Three? How many labour camps are there across Montagn?” She pushed. “How much of the Manunin foot soldier army is made up of slaves who have no choice but to fight? Offer them their freedom, Kaeri Venador, and you have an army.”

      “I would have a revolt, not an army,” Kaeri said flatly. “No Montagni House would agree to end slavery. Do you have any idea the impact it would have on our trade, our coin reserves? Our leadership stability?”

      “To be honest, I don’t much care,” Talyn said flatly. “No man or woman should enslave another human life, and I would think you have a much better appreciation of what that means now.”

      Kaeri was already shaking her head. “It won’t work. If I go to House Venador and ask them to put me on the throne as ahara, they’ll laugh in my face and tell me to embroider some cushions. If I try and tell them they’ll have to agree to end slavery to do it... Talyn, it’s just not possible.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Talyn challenged. “I’m aware it won’t be easy. But I imagine your House is smarting after what Azrilan did to your father. Won’t they welcome an opportunity to strike back, to take their power back?”

      “Maybe,” Kaeri allowed. “But they won’t agree to end slavery, not for anything.”

      “You can make them. I’ve seen how tough you are. Bend them to your will.”

      Kaeri turned away. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Is it their refusal you’re anticipating, or your own?” Talyn asked softly. “After what we went through, you can’t truly still agree with the practice of slavery.”

      “I’m not a fool, Talyn,” Kaeri snapped. “You are manipulating me for your own ends.”

      Talyn didn’t deny it. “My question still stands.”

      “I have a much better understanding of how our trade, our food production, our treasury works than you do. If slavery were abolished, our kingdom would collapse,” she said quietly. “So while I admit to having become distinctly uncomfortable about the practice, I can’t just end it.”

      “We would help.” Cuinn spoke for the first time, sincerity ringing through his voice. “The Twin Thrones will offer you advantageous trade deals, loans, whatever you needed to make the transition.” This had already been discussed and agreed with Aeris. “I give you my word on the same from Mithranar.”

      “You would put your own kingdoms at risk in doing so,” she scoffed.

      “Yes,” Cuinn agreed. “But to end the practice of slavery... we are willing.”

      “We also promise to use whatever influence we have to convince High King Rados Hadvezer to offer you similar concessions.” Talyn smiled.

      Her eyes widened. “High King who?”

      “Tarcos is dead, Kaeri.”

      Kaeri’s eyes glowed and she took a step closer. “You killed Tarcos?”

      Talyn nodded slowly. “I killed Tarcos.”

      “Well done, friend.” Kaeri gripped her shoulder. “I’m glad for you.”

      “Thanks.” Talyn cleared her throat. “Tarcos’s cousin is currently establishing his new rule in Samatia. The Twin Thrones has released Firthland from its kingdom. Rados is high king of an independent Firthland.”

      “Thereby removing Firthland from the war. Well played.” Kaeri stared at the ground, clearly thinking furiously. “Even if I could convince my House to back me as ahara and end slavery, it wouldn’t be enough. We’d need at least one more powerful House to join us or my claim will be laughed out the door. As will any attempt to free slaves.”

      “Then you think about how to accomplish that.” Talyn offered her hand. “While I plan how to use a slave army to win you the Montagni throne and end this war for good.”

      Another long silence fell, the wind screaming around them. Kaeri looked torn. But eventually she lifted her hand, clasped Talyn’s. “I promise to give it serious thought.”

      Talyn grinned fiercely. “Then I’ll leave you to it.”
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      “My question is, how do we get her into Montagn?” Theac asked. “The Causeway is guarded, not to mention it’s a chokepoint—far too narrow to get an army across without being destroyed in the process.”

      Talyn smothered a smile. Though he’d only been home three days, Cuinn had already formed an advisory council, and tonight they were gathered in the firelit lounge of Cuinn and Talyn’s quarters. Empty and half-empty mugs of kahvi were scattered around them and the air was thick with the scent of smoke and spices. Jasper slept by the fire.

      Saniya was present—having arrived only two full-turns earlier from Acleu—along with Doran, Windsong, Corrin, and Theac. Leviana and Cynia had declined the invitation, Talyn suspected because they’d been invited to join the Wolves in an impromptu party happening down in the mess. Two members of Cuinn’s Wolf detail were inside the room, the rest arrayed outside.

      It was late and informality reigned. An edge of relief had relaxed the room following the news Saniya had brought with her.

      The departure of the Montagni war fleet had been delayed.

      With their izerdia supply gone and six ships destroyed, not to mention more sabotaged at anchor in Acleu and several naval captains and officers killed by Callanan, the order had come from Arataire to wait for more izerdia and ships before leaving for the south.

      “It’s not the end of the problem, just a postponement,” Saniya warned. “Protection around the surviving ships in port has tripled, and we hear the same is true around the new ships being prepared in Darinoue. Acleu is essentially under martial law. We won’t be able to get near them again, not without an army, and I expect the fleet to depart within weeks.”

      “Unless he learns of Tarcos’s death and decides to withdraw from the war,” Theac pointed out.

      “Saundin was prepared for that. The moment Tarcos died, the Shadowlord was to immediately move to recall all Shadows and Armun and halt any messages north to Montagn,” Talyn said. “If he succeeded, Azrilan won’t learn of what’s happened until after he deploys the fleet.”

      Doran frowned. “Wouldn’t it be better he learn sooner, perhaps withdraw the fleet entirely?”

      “No,” Talyn said coldly. “I want to draw away his strength. By the time that fleet departs, the Twin Thrones will have an army waiting in the north to destroy it. That’s thousands of Berserkers and foot soldiers he won’t have to throw at Mithranar.”

      So far their cards were landing just right... a term Azrilan would no doubt love.

      But winning remained such a fragile prospect.

      Talyn glanced at Corrin, the only one standing, his young face serious. Theac had relinquished the position of Wolf captain to him the moment they’d arrived. “The job’s yours, lad,” he’d said then. “You’ve earned it, you’ve grown into it, and I know you’ll lead the Wolves successfully. I’ll still be one of Prince Cuinn’s guards, but once this is all over, I’d like to have more time to spend with my family.”

      “Don’t look at me.” Talyn had smiled when Corrin had stared at her in shock. “This was Theac’s choice, and I happen to agree with him.”

      Windsong’s voice brought Talyn back to the present moment. “What do you think about reaching out to some Falcons in the citadel or the Summer Palace now that you’re back? The Ciantar name still carries a lot of weight. We’ve got a sizeable force here, but if we could add more Falcons, that would take strength away from Azrilan.”

      “We need to be cautious,” Cuinn said. “I don’t want Falcons killed or imprisoned because Azrilan finds out they’ve been talking to us. We know he still has some Shadows and Armun at his disposal, not to mention his hounds.”

      “Liadin and Lyra would know who to approach, not to mention Grasswing.” Talyn looked at him. “And they know how to be careful.”

      “I can suggest names too,” Windsong added. “I know some of my men were still in the citadel when Azrilan took power.”

      “Something to think about.” There was a note of finality in Cuinn’s voice, despite its mild tone, that immediately had everyone in the room moving away from the topic. Talyn glanced at him, unsure whether she was annoyed or impressed.

      “It’s getting late,” Saniya said, rising to her feet. “See you all tomorrow.”

      Doran left with her, and Windsong, Theac and Corrin went soon after that. Once they were alone, Cuinn crossed to a sideboard to pour each of them a glass of spirits.

      “You winged folk and your extravagances,” she teased when he brought her a glass, then dropped onto the cushions beside her.

      “I can’t help what people leave here,” he countered. “It would be rude to ignore it.”

      She put the drink aside, turning to him. “I understand why you’re cautious about approaching Falcons, but we’re going to need them on our side to win the fight here in Mithranar. Even if the crazy Montagni plan works, Azrilan will fight to hold onto this throne.”

      “We won’t be winning anything here while Azrilan still holds onto Montagn. I don’t want to move too early and give him time to prepare his defences.” He took a sip and sat forward. “Or send Montagni forces here to bolster the WingGuard.”

      “I agree, but we also need to be ready to move here if our plan with Kaeri works. That means having the necessary pieces in place ahead of time.”

      “I won’t have more people dying for me, Talyn.”

      “Then give up now and cede the throne to Azrilan,” she said sharply, and he spun to face her, shocked. “You can’t win a war without people dying. Those who choose to follow you know what the risks are. You need to let them make that choice.”

      His face tightened, but he nodded and drained the glass before slumping back against the cushions. “You are the strategic genius between the two of us. I’ll do whatever you think is best.”

      “I appreciate that,” she said carefully. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t want your input.”

      A faint smile crossed his face and he leaned over to kiss her. “I’m too wired for sleep. I’m going to take a flight with Trystaan. Want to come?”

      “I’m too tired to be bothered moving, I might just stay here and enjoy the fire for a while.”

      He frowned. “You don’t get tired. Everything okay?”

      “Absolutely fine.” She kissed him, distracting him before his annoying magic could ferret out the unease his question triggered. “Enjoy your flight.”

      When the door closed behind him, she snuggled deeper into the cushions. Jasper’s eyes opened, and he glanced between her and the door. Letting out a soft huffing sound, he rose from his place by the fire and padded over to leap up and curl himself alongside her before promptly closing his eyes again.

      She stroked his fur. Maybe she’d not bother moving to the bed and sleep here where it was warm and snug. But sleep proved difficult, her mind toying over a growing certainty that she didn’t want to face, and she began to wish Cuinn would hurry up getting back from his flight.

      A knock at the door provided a welcome distraction, and she hefted herself off the couch to answer it. Jasper stayed where he was, telling her that whoever was at the door, it was one of their trusted inner circle. Zamaril stood out there, smirk firmly in place, hands behind his back. “Not interrupting anything, am I, Ciantar?”

      “What do you want?” She lifted an eyebrow.

      “When Petro stayed behind in Dock City after our departure, I asked him to do me a favour.” He shrugged. “A bit of wandering around at night, visiting the old haunts, you know?”

      “While this is a very interesting story, I’m not sure why you’re here now telling it to me,” Talyn said, failing to rein in her impatience.

      “He went down the tunnel.” All mirth dropped from his face and his expression turned hard.

      Talyn sucked in a breath, hand curling around the wood of the door. She and Zamaril had been ambushed down there, almost killed, then sold into slavery. “Why would you ask Petro to—”

      “I wanted him to look for these. Saniya brought them back with her.”

      He withdrew his arms from behind his back, holding out a silk-wrapped bundle. Talyn swallowed, reaching out to take it, knowing what it was as soon as the weight hit her palms. Her throat closed over as she pushed aside the cloth and saw Sari’s daggers lying there, one still encrusted with blood.

      “They were buried in the mud. Petro reckons they were stomped down by one of those hulking Bearmen during the fight. It’s Savin’s blood,” Zamaril said. “Didn’t want to wash that off.”

      Talyn nodded, barely fighting back the tears welling in her eyes. She still couldn’t speak, so she wrapped her free arm around Zamaril instead, drawing him into a fierce hug.

      He stiffened in astonishment, then cleared his throat awkwardly when she let him go. “You’re welcome, Ciantar. Good night.”

      He left without another word, and she closed the door, staring down at Sari’s daggers. The aethlyx metal gleamed green in the firelight. She picked one up, spun it, a smile stretching across her face.

      She had her daggers back.

      

      Talyn strode through the corridors from one of the training areas late the next morning, finally feeling right again with the weight of Sari’s daggers at her back, when Jystar appeared coming towards her, half walking-half gliding, grey wings spread in the wide corridor.

      “Ciantar!” he said, looking pleased. “Just the person I was looking for.”

      “Nothing’s wrong, I hope?” she asked with a frown.

      “No, not at all.” He dropped to the ground and fell into step with her. “I just need a few moments of your time to check you over.”

      She stilled, unease rippling through her. “Why?”

      “Because I haven’t seen you in months, and before that you’d just recovered from some fairly severe injuries after a long period of near-starvation and hard physical labour,” he said simply. “I want to ensure your body is still healing as it should.”

      “I feel fine.”

      “That is good. I would like to make sure you are fine.”

      She huffed a breath. “Jystar, I’ve just come from sparring. I’m covered in sweat and probably don’t smell the best.”

      “Yet neither of those things will prevent me from examining you, Ciantar.” He was resolute.

      “Just let him look at you.”

      “Shut up, Sari.”

      “My, aren’t we in a mood?”

      “You’re far more stubborn than your brother, Jystar. Have I ever told you that?” she said grumpily, following as he gestured down the corridor leading to his healing room.

      “He accused me of it all the time, Ciantar.”

      It wasn’t a long walk. Two Wolves lingered by the fire in a waiting area—one was cradling his arm to his chest, and the other had a livid bruise over her eye.

      “Ciantar!” both said cheerfully when she entered with Jystar.

      “If neither of you are dying, I’ll see the Ciantar first,” Jystar said dryly as he eyed the two patients.

      “I can wait,” Talyn promptly volunteered—she could vanish as soon as Jystar took them into his room, claim later some urgent task had come up.

      Unfortunately both Wolves were horrified by the prospect.

      “We’re fine, Ciantar. I just sprained my arm.”

      “And I caught a blow to the head. I’m not dizzy or anything so I’ll be fine,” the other one added.

      She considered pulling rank and ordering them to go first, but one look at Jystar had her capitulating with a sigh. If she slipped away now, he’d only track her down.

      Once he’d closed the door behind them, she sat on his bench and tugged her shirt off so he had access to her back. “I really feel fine. I fought hard in Dock City, and then again in Port Lathilly, and there was no pulling or anything from my back. Just the usual muscle soreness afterwards.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.” He moved around behind her, and a moment later she felt his fingers trailing lightly over the scar tissue. “Your scars have healed beautifully. If only my healing guild could see me now.”

      She chuckled. “I’m happy to sing your praises to them when we take the country back.”

      “I’m going to use magic now,” he warned.

      She tensed. “Jystar, I—”

      “Your body went through a lot, Ciantar, the type of physical hardship that can have long term effects. You don’t want that, do you?”

      No. She didn’t. Especially if... “Go on then.”

      Silence fell as Jystar worked on her back for a little while, then shifted around to her front. He pressed his fingers lightly to her forehead, the tickle of his magic more noticeable there, before moving over the rest of her.

      Then he stilled suddenly, grey eyes flashing open. “You’re pregnant.”

      Shit.

      “Six thrices, Talyn, is he serious? Why didn’t you tell me?” Sari’s mental excitement was so loud and intense that Talyn wasn’t able to hold back a wince.

      “I suspected,” she said aloud in answer to both Sari and Jystar.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      “This is why you were so reluctant for me to look at you?” Jystar lifted an eyebrow as he stepped away. “It’s very early, about four weeks, but the good news is you’re fine. So is the baby.”

      “Thank you,” she muttered.

      “Does Prince Cuinn know?”

      “No.”

      Jystar cleared his throat into the silence that fell. “Ciantar, nobody will hear it from me. Still, I want to keep a close eye on you. I won’t attempt to insist you limit your usual activities, not yet at least, but the tradeoff is that you visit me here every morning. Deal?”

      “That’s fair.” She forced the words out, but she didn’t like them one bit. She slid off the table and yanked the shirt over her head. Jystar’s confirmation of what she’d begun suspecting several days earlier had left her stomach a pit of anxiousness and uncertainty.

      “Ciantar.” He touched her shoulder as she passed him. His grey eyes were soft, warmer than she’d ever seen in this serious man. “Congratulations.”

      “Thanks,” she muttered, and left, trying not to run.

      

      Her mind was awhirl—part panic, part anxiety, part trying to ignore both those things—as she pushed open the door to their quarters, intent on bathing away the morning’s sweat before eating... and then hiding somewhere all day until she could figure out what to do about her situation.

      “What’s on your mind?”

      Shit.

      Cuinn stood by the fire, staring at her in amusement. She’d walked right past him without seeing him there.

      “Nothing. I’m just going to take a bath.”

      The amusement turned to confusion and he was after her in a flash. “Talyn, what’s going on? I’ve never seen you so distracted. Your emotions are all over the place.”

      She cleared her throat, eyes dancing around the room until reluctantly landing on him. His green eyes clouded with concern the longer it took for her to speak. No doubt he could feel the waves of confusion and unease coming off her. “Well, it’s—”

      The knock at the door was the sweetest sound Talyn had ever heard. Ehdra poked his head in, looked at Cuinn. “Lady Kaeri is here, Your Highness.”

      “Now’s not the best—” Cuinn started, but Talyn cut him off.

      “Show her in,” she said firmly.

      Cuinn frowned, but didn’t gainsay her invitation. Kaeri strode in as Ehdra stepped away. Talyn made a mental note to give Ehdra a promotion. Immediately.

      Kaeri glanced at Cuinn before dismissing him and facing Talyn. “I’ll agree to your plan.”

      Talyn’s shoulders relaxed, excitement quickly displacing the uneasiness she’d been feeling. “Thank you.”

      “There will be conditions.”

      “And they are?” Cuinn asked.

      “First, for House Venador to not only agree to unify behind me as ahara, but for my position to be strong enough to push through an end to slavery, we can’t just ask.” Kaeri paused. “I have to take the leadership of the House from whoever took over after my father’s death, probably my uncle. And we won’t be able to do that with only a couple hundred of your Wolves.”

      Talyn glanced at Cuinn, a smug smile curling at the corners of her mouth. “I thought that might be the case. Consider that planned for.”

      “Fine. But I also told you that we’re going to need more than just me. Provided we take House Venador and install me as leader, I’ve worked out what we can use to bring another strong House to our side, maybe more.” She glanced between them again. “We’re going to have to let your brother out, Prince Cuinn.”

      “An alliance with Mithanis? No way,” Talyn said flatly.

      “He’s a Manunin. If he stands with me, it will ease the sting for House Manunin in losing the ahara’s seat so soon after Azrilan gained it. It will give lesser Houses a reason to side with us.”

      “He’ll have to do a lot more than stand with you,” Talyn pointed out. “You’ll have to give him power, influence, enough to satisfy the Manunins.”

      “I know that,” Kaeri said impatiently. “I’ll marry him.”

      Cuinn and Talyn stared at her. Cuinn looked sick. Kaeri’s impatience deepened. “I was going to be married off to you for strategic power, Princeling. At least this way it’s my choice and within my control.”

      “But you don’t—”

      “Oh for goodness sakes, Talyn, I’m not proposing a love match. I’ll allow enough to conceive an heir if and when I decide it’s necessary, and otherwise the marriage will be in name only.” Kaeri huffed. “You’re both looking at me as if strategic marriages aren’t the way things work for people like us.”

      Talyn glanced at Cuinn. Looked away. His unease was obvious.

      “She’s right. You’re only feeling guilty because you’re doing the same thing and feeling unsure about it.”

      “I’m not unsure about it, I just...”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “This is the only solution. The only way I can think for my people to accept a female ahara is if they think I have a strong man ruling at my side. And making it Mithanis wins us House Manunin and a lot of smaller Houses.”

      “You will be battling for the rest of your life,” Talyn said quietly. “To hold power, to manage a husband you’ll never be able to trust.”

      “As a woman, that will be the case with or without Mithanis. I’m not a fool. And I’m willing to do it. Do I need to point out this was your idea?”

      Talyn tensed. “If we agree to let Mithanis go, and he helps you win Montagn, we still have the issue of Mithranar to consider. He will demand this throne.”

      “That’s not my problem.” Kaeri looked at Cuinn. “You haven’t killed him yet, which means when Azrilan is gone, you’re willing to challenge Mithanis fairly for your throne?”

      “I hadn’t actually decided yet.” Cuinn ran a hand through his hair. “But you’re right, I’m not going to murder him just to get him out of my way.”

      “If things go the way we want in Montagn, then you and he can battle it out over Mithranar. I don’t mind at all if my husband lives in another country most of the time, and it will probably help my standing to be married to a king.” Kaeri smiled grimly. “And if you win, Prince Cuinn, then maybe Mithanis will be satisfied with the consolation prize of having some power in Montagn.”

      For a moment all three stared at each other. Talyn hated the whole idea; it didn’t feel right.

      It was Cuinn who conceded. “Let’s go talk to Mithanis.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 48

          

        

      

    

    
      Cuinn followed a step behind Kaeri and Talyn as they walked down through the levels to the room Mithanis was being held in, his mind so full of competing problems he was having trouble focusing. Whatever had sent Talyn to near panic levels earlier had seemingly faded. She was back to wearing her cool mask, strides long and confident, his magic telling him she was focused on the conversation ahead.

      So she was fine, but that didn’t ease his worry. What had happened? He’d never felt that level of unease from her before—she was rarely anything but calmly assured.

      And now Kaeri wanted to let his brother loose and bring him to Montagn with them. Not only that but make him consort to the ahara. Cuinn still wasn’t solid on the reasoning—his focus had been too much on Talyn as Kaeri explained—but Kaeri was insistent this was the only way, and so here they were.

      Their fragile plan was feeling more fragile and uncontrolled by the day.

      Talyn glanced back at him, as if picking up some of his unease. He scowled at her in response. She knew perfectly well how his magic worked and how sensitive he was to her in particular. Which meant she knew exactly what was bothering him and that it was her fault.

      She scowled back before turning away.

      Four Wolves stood guard outside the door where Mithanis was being held. Cuinn hadn’t been there before—he’d been assured that his brother had been made comfortable.

      They saluted at Talyn’s presence.

      “We need to talk to him,” she told the Wolves. “Leave the door open and keep a close eye.”

      Cuinn frowned. It was unusual for Talyn to request extra backup. He’d fully expected she’d want this conversation to be private.

      “Yes, Ciantar.”

      “You breathe a word of what you hear to anyone and year-long privy-cleaning duty will be the least of your worries,” she added.

      One of them gulped at the severity of her voice. Cuinn caught Kaeri’s stifled smile as she followed Talyn in, but he was in no mood for amusement. His stomach tensed into a tight ball of anxiety.

      He hadn’t seen his eldest brother since the day Talyn had defeated him in single combat. This was the man that had tormented and terrified him since childhood. The one who had murdered Raya. Or maybe he hadn’t. Confusion milled inside him.

      Mithanis sat in a chair by the room’s single window. A book lay open in his lap, but his gaze had shot towards the doorway the moment it opened. Cuinn’s first impression was shock—the prince of night looked so different without his wings. His face was harder, narrowed into gaunt lines, but his natural winged folk beauty made those features distinguished rather than spare. Still, he seemed... smaller. Some of that overwhelming presence he’d once carried with him was gone forever.

      “Visitors. How delightful.” Mithanis remained seated, dark eyes raking over all three of them.

      Cuinn stepped forward. “He took your wings too.” It was the only thing he could think to say, and he had to say something. He couldn’t afford to look uncomfortable or vulnerable in his brother’s presence.

      “He did.” Pain flashed in Mithanis’s eyes, gone as quickly as it had come. Cuinn knew that pain, still felt twinges of it when the realisation hit again that he no longer had wings. The only moments he was ever free of it was when he soared on Trystaan’s back.

      Letting the silence fill for a moment, he found the room’s only other chair, and pulled it up to sit opposite Mithanis. Talyn touched Kaeri’s arm, pulling her away, instinctively understanding what Cuinn needed.

      “I have questions. I want honest answers. You’ll let me see the truth of them,” Cuinn said flatly.

      Mithanis huffed a breath, settled back in his chair. “It’s not like I’ve got anything better to do.”

      “Did you kill Raya?”

      “No.” The answer hit Cuinn like a brick—Mithanis wasn’t shielding his song magic, letting Cuinn read him as he spoke. “When you announced your engagement to her, I went straight to her father to insist he refuse the match. The man was terrified of the consequences of displeasing me and agreed at once. As far I was concerned, the marriage was never going to happen.” Mithanis met his gaze steadily. “When she turned up dead, I assumed Raya had killed herself after her father withheld his permission to marry you.”

      Cuinn forced the next words out, roughly pushing aside the emotion that wanted to rise up and take a stranglehold on this throat. “Ronisin Nightdrift and his detail?”

      “That execution order was mine. Azrilan came to me, said he had an informant that told him Ronisin’s detail had shifted loyalties. That they had secretly pledged to Talyn Dynan. The Ciantar.” Mithanis’ eyes shifted to where Talyn stood somewhere behind Cuinn.

      He took a breath. “The izerdia explosion in the Wolf barracks?”

      “Not me.”

      Cuinn’s jaw clenched. “Mithanis, I—”

      “If it had been me, Brother, I would have just signed another execution order. Not destroyed palace property with an uncontrolled izerdia explosion,” Mithanis snapped, growing irritation with Cuinn’s questioning filling his voice.

      Cuinn took a deep breath. Some of this he’d begun to suspect already, but having Mithanis confirm it... he’d been such a fool. The bitterness flared and it took him a moment to fight it back.

      “And when you found out who Talyn’s father was. That she was a Ciantar. Was that Az?”

      Mithanis smiled, but it had no warmth in it. “More information from his spy. Az told me he wanted me to take the credit for it, ever the loyal brother. We were both thoroughly outwitted, Cuinn.”

      Cuinn glanced away, then stood up. “Yes, we were.”

      Talyn’s gaze searched his. He gave her a little nod. Her hand brushed his arm in silent support as she passed him and then it was her Mithanis was staring at.

      “We’re going to take both Azrilan’s thrones away from him.”

      “You mean you’re not planning on hiding out here forever?” Mithanis said. “I hope you’ve come up with a way of achieving either of those goals, because from where I sit, we’ve been thoroughly beaten.”

      “We?” Cuinn asked.

      “The enemy of my enemy and all that.” He waved a hand. “I am your rightful king, Cuinn. I was named by the Queencouncil as heir.”

      “Putting that issue aside,” Talyn said dryly. “We do have a plan for replacing Azrilan as ahara. We’re travelling to Montagn soon to get things started.”

      Mithanis slowly rose to his feet. There was nothing threatening about the gesture, but Talyn tensed nonetheless. Cuinn took a step closer to her.

      “I’m starting to get the impression you’re going to let me out of this room,” Mithanis drawled.

      “There will be conditions.”

      Mithanis smiled, gaze shifting to Kaeri. “Let me guess, you’re going to try and make her ahara.”

      “You will agree to a temporary alliance between us,” Talyn continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “We will give you your freedom, and in return, you will help us remove Azrilan from the Montagni throne.”

      “Why would I agree to that without knowing the details of your plan?”

      “First, you’re an angry man. You must be absolutely burning to get your vengeance on Azrilan,” Talyn said confidently. “Taking his throne away is the perfect way to do that. Second, your only other choice is to sit here in this room until the war is over. That’s not your style.”

      She had him. Cuinn might be the one with song magic, but Talyn’s instincts about people were razor sharp.

      Mithanis crossed his arms over his chest. “And when would this hypothetical alliance end?”

      “Once Azrilan is off the Montagni throne and Kaeri is on it, we’re done,” Cuinn said. That promise had to come from him. The moment their alliance was over he and Mithanis would be in a battle for the Mithranan throne and everyone in the room knew it. But that was all right.

      One step at a time.

      “You will give your word, with your magic open to me, here and now, and I will do the same,” Cuinn continued. “If you break your word, I will have you executed without a second thought.”

      “I won’t be of any help to you in Montagn unless Kaeri offers me something substantial. I might be a Manunin, but I’m a relative stranger to them,” Mithanis pointed out. “They don’t know me like they know Az. They love him. I’ll have to win them some other way.”

      “You and I will marry,” Kaeri said coolly. “Don’t mistake me, I will be ahara. But you will have the power and influence of being consort to the ahara.”

      His dark eyes met hers. “And if it’s the Mithranan throne I want, not Montagn?”

      “Then take it, and be an ornamental husband. You’ll get no argument from me.”

      Mithanis turned, walking to the window, his back to them. Anger, frustration and bitterness seeped from him in snatches underneath his characteristically sloppy shielding. He hated the thought of allying himself with a younger brother he’d always dominated. Mithanis needed to be the one in control, the one running everything.

      One hand reached down to idly trace the pages of the book he’d been reading.

      “All right, Cuinn.” He turned back, his magic leaping across the room to slide against Cuinn’s. “In return for my freedom, I will help you and your Ciantar put Kaeri Venador on the throne of Montagn.”

      “Good.”

      Mithanis took a step closer. “And once our alliance is over and Azrilan dead, I will take the throne of Mithranar.”

      “You will try,” Cuinn said simply. “And so will I.”
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      “It’s dangerous.” Talyn paced before their fireplace. “Allying ourselves with Mithanis. I don’t like it.”

      “I agree.” Doran spoke up. “Doing this gives him the opportunity to learn our strengths, the size of our forces, for when it comes time to fight for the Mithranan throne.”

      “If things go the way I’d like them to, there’ll be no need for a fight,” Cuinn said mildly. “I don’t want war. It’s bad enough we’re going to get that in Montagn.”

      “Mithanis is a member of House Manunin,” Kaeri said flatly. “He will be an asset to us in our negotiations with my House. More than that, he’s a carrot to convince House Manunin to cave once Azrilan is defeated. We need him and his blasted song magic.”

      “We’ll keep a watch on him at all times,” Theac said gruffly.

      “No.” Cuinn shook his head. “I promised him his freedom.”

      “Cuinn—” Talyn began but he cut her off.

      “I gave him my word. If we try and cut corners in any way he won’t react well. I know my brother, and I sensed his magic earlier. He will hold to his word.”

      “Until the alliance is over.” Saniya spoke. “This is a terrible idea. The man is a monster.”

      “A monster we need,” Kaeri repeated.

      Saniya looked at her across the room, then sighed in capitulation. “Acknowledged.”

      Talyn had finally stopped her pacing but her stance was tense, face set in a slight frown. Cuinn’s worry returned with a vengeance. What was going on with her?

      “Who will you take into Montagn?” Corrin asked.

      Silence fell, all eyes turning to Talyn. She didn’t seem to notice, instead frowning at the floor. The two Callanan glanced at her. Cuinn picked up their curiosity too.

      “Talyn, Kaeri, Mithanis and myself will go. Levs, you and Cynia too. Windsong will stay here to run things. Corrin, you’ll bring most of the Wolves,” Cuinn answered instead. Talyn had already discussed her plans with him a few nights earlier.

      “How are you going to get across the Causeway?” Windsong asked.

      “We can’t just ride up to the Venador holding and ask them to put me in charge. I have to take the mountain territory in a show of strength,” Kaeri said.

      “Your family will hand over the leadership of their House to you after you attack their holding and kill their soldiers?” Theac sounded skeptical.

      “Montagni respond to strength. I have to give them no choice but to accept me.”

      “We’ll smash our way across the Causeway, cut off the escape routes out of the mountains, then ride on to the fortress.” Talyn finally joined the conversation. “Kaeri, you’ll need to show us the mountain paths on a map.”

      “Us and what army?” Kaeri asked. “I told you the Wolves wouldn’t be enough—they’ll never get across the Causeway without being cut down. Venador cavalry will be manning it on Azrilan’s order in case we try something exactly like this.”

      “And I told you I planned for that. Within a week or two, all going well, three hundred Aimsir and a full legion of SkyRiders will be arriving on our doorstep,” Talyn said. “The SkyRiders will take out those guarding the Causeway, and the Aimsir were born for the narrow trails of those mountains. We’ll cut off all routes out, then the fighting force of the Wolves will help you take the Venador fortress.”

      Silence fell. The fire popped in the grate. Everyone but the Callanan, who already knew the plan, looked thoroughly impressed by it.

      Kaeri considered a moment. “That could work.”

      “You bloody Montagni and your obsession with strength,” Saniya muttered, shaking her dark head.

      A smile teased at Kaeri’s mouth. “You’ll come too?”

      Saniya returned the smile. “Yes, I’ll come too.”

      That seemed to catch Talyn’s attention, and she glanced between them. “I’d planned for you to stay here to keeping running our underground network, Saniya.”

      “Andres and Len can do that—they don’t need me to babysit them,” Saniya said casually. “Besides, apart from Kaeri, I know Montagn better than any of you.”

      The meeting broke up then, Cuinn’s council filing out one by one, most of them deep in conversation, leaving him alone with Talyn.

      Cuinn sank back into the couch with a sigh. “You used to think our love affair was impossible. I don’t know how Kaeri plans to be ahara when she’s in love with the leader of a rebel network that helps escaped slaves.”

      Talyn’s gaze shot to his, then she gave a rueful shake of her head. “I wouldn’t say anything out loud if I were you. Kaeri and I talked about it once in the slave camp. I’ve never heard anyone give such a scathing dismissal at the idea of falling in love. Why do you think she’s so willing to marry Mithanis?”

      He smiled at her. “I bet you did at one time too.”

      She chuckled, face brightening. “Sari is rather loudly agreeing with you.”

      A brief silence fell.

      “Are you ever planning on telling me what is wrong?” he asked softly.

      “Cuinn, I...” Her voice trailed off and she turned away. “It’s nothing.”

      He let that sit for a moment, then he rose from the sofa, moving to stand a short distance away from her, but not too close. Something was making her deeply unsettled, and the last thing he wanted to do was add pressure to whatever it was she was feeling. “We don’t keep secrets from each other, Talyn. I know that a lot has happened to us in the past year, and neither of us are the same, but you have to know that I will love you no matter what.”

      She let out a shaky breath, still not looking at him. “I do know that.”

      He swallowed, sudden terror beating at him. “Is it you? You don’t feel the same anymore? If that’s it, then be honest, I’ll—”

      “No!” She spun, stepping into him and resting a palm over his heart.

      “Then stop making me guess. Please.”

      “I’m sorry.” Her gaze shifted away and she put some distance between them. Eventually she took a steadying breath then lifted her head to look at him. “I’m pregnant.”

      For a moment he wasn’t sure he’d heard her correctly. He thought she’d said pregnant, but it couldn’t be... but that combination of nervousness and unease on her face, in the way she was shifting her weight back and forth. Of course that was how Talyn Dynan would feel about being pregnant.

      “With...” He cleared his throat, tried again. “We’re...”

      “Yes,” she said.

      He simply had no words. A child. Hers. How was he going to keep a tiny baby safe? A child. Joy was a monster unfolding in his chest, squeezing aside all his organs and keeping him from speech or even coherent thought.

      “We weren’t particularly careful in Port Lathilly, when we reunited,” she said, seeming to feel the need to fill the silence. “A week or so ago I started feeling odd. More tired than usual. Ill. It’s early, but... Jystar confirmed it this morning.”

      He took a step closer to her. “You’re terrified.”

      “How do you feel?” she demanded, tears welling in her eyes.

      “Talyn, I’m not sure words exist to describe how I feel.” He lifted a trembling hand to her cheek. “Overwhelmed. Terrified. But most of all... joy doesn’t even begin to cover it.”

      The tears spilled down her cheeks and she abruptly pressed her face into his chest. He gently pulled her close, giving her the comfort she so clearly needed. “Talyn, if this isn’t what you want...”

      She shook her head against him, her words mumbling into his vest. “Not that. Never that. I’m just not sure what to do about it. We’re in a war, Cuinn, and I’m a warrior. I need to be able to fight. I can’t be pregnant.”

      He chuckled, sliding a hand into her hair. “You’re not just a warrior. You have a brilliant tactical mind. Besides, as far as I’m aware, pregnancy lasts nine months only, no?”

      She made a face. He laughed, the sound ringing with joy. He loved this woman so fiercely it literally took his breath away, and he let her feel it with his magic, holding nothing back.

      “Okay,” she breathed. “We’re having a child.”

      He smiled, kissed her. “Yes.”

      She eyed him. “Tell me you know something about keeping a baby alive?”

      “We may have to consult with others,” he mused. “Theac will help.”

      She burst out laughing. “You want to trust our child’s survival to Theac?”

      “Errana, then. She’s managed to raise three children successfully.” He gave a firm nod, comforted by the excellence of that idea.

      Talyn sobered. “I don’t want anyone knowing, not until we have no choice but to tell them.”

      He understood. The Wolves were already protective of her—if they knew she was carrying his heir... and she wasn’t going to respond well to even more protective behaviour.

      “And if you try to suggest that I shouldn’t go to Montagn, to lead the battle for the mountains, we’re going to have a massive fight,” she warned, fierce light flashing in her eyes. “I absolutely refuse to accept you turning into an overprotective, hovering husband.”

      He lifted his hands in the air. “I wouldn’t dare. You are going to listen to Jystar, though, aren’t you?”

      “That depends on what he tells me to do.”

      He left that alone. For now. “You just called me husband.”

      She let out a breath. “We need to get married.”

      “This child will be my heir whether or not we’re married when he or she is born,” he said. “The last thing I want is you marrying me just because you’re pregnant.”

      “Isn’t that something I’m supposed to say to you?” she teased.

      “Talyn, I’m serious. Our wedding needs to be a proper one, with your family and mine, to confirm the legitimacy of our formal alliance. You know that.”

      “We can still do that once the war is done. But that doesn’t stop us from marrying now.” She hesitated. “I’m unsure about a lot of things. Whether we can win this war. What will happen afterwards even if we do. What my life will be like as queen. Having a child. But I am sure that no matter what happens next, I want to do it with you.”

      A smile began spreading over his face as his magic finally picked up that this was something she wanted. And not because she was pregnant.

      “Stop looking at me like that,” she muttered.

      “I’ll marry you on the day of your choosing.” He swept her into his arms. “But first we need to celebrate our forthcoming parenthood.”
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      It took several days before she reluctantly broached with Cuinn the realisation that had been playing on her mind since they’d arrived back in Mithranar, since seeing how the Wolves and Falcons had reacted to his arrival. She’d tried over and over to figure out a way around it. But there wasn’t one.

      She waited until they were alone, on the balcony of their quarters, a brief moment together before starting the day. The wind whistled around them, numbing her cheeks, almost tearing the words away before Cuinn could hear them. “I think you need to stay.”

      He didn’t respond immediately, no doubt reining in his emotional response so that it wouldn’t hit her. “Why?”

      “If this thing in Montagn works, then we need to be ready to move here.”

      “I already know that. Windsong and Andres can—”

      “They need to see you, Cuinn.” She cut him off, annoyed that she had to say this, that her strategic mind was leading her to the last thing she wanted. “The Wolves know and love you. The court of Mithranar doesn’t. Not properly. And you’ve been gone since Azrilan took the throne. If you want to be king, it has to be you coordinating things here. It’s not the humans or the Wolves who will give you the throne. It’s the winged folk.”

      His mouth tightened. “That shouldn’t be the case.”

      “No, but it is. If you don’t win them, you’ll be fighting them the rest of your reign… and it will only reinforce the divide between winged folk and humans. That’s not what either of us want.”

      “That’s not the only reason you’re saying this.” His green eyes searched hers. “You’re worried about Mithanis.”

      “I am. The winged folk have known him their whole lives. He’s a known quantity. He will no doubt be a reassuring return to what they know. Until recently you’ve been nothing but a dissolute fool to them. They need to see who you really are.”

      He stepped away, lifting a hand to rub over his face. “Talyn. I’m not leaving you, especially not now.”

      “You’ve always trusted me, always had faith in me,” she said quietly. “Don’t stop now, please.”

      He nodded wordlessly, reaching out to pull her close against him. She buried her head against his chest, wrapped her arms around his waist and held on fiercely. “What about Mithanis?”

      “You never promised him you would be travelling to Montagn too.” She huffed a breath. “I guess we’ll see how willing your brother is to hold to his word.”

      “If he tries to hurt you...”

      “I’ll kill him,” she said simply, leaning back to meet his eyes again. He took reassurance from that cool confidence of hers.

      “You keep Jystar with you at all times. Zamaril too. Promise me.”

      “I promise.” She leaned up to kiss him.

      He tugged her back for a longer kiss, his hand sliding over her stomach to cradle their child. “I love you both. Come back to me.”

      “You stay alive for us,” she said.

      A heavy silence fell, but then Cuinn frowned, moving away to stare over the balcony. “What’s that?”

      She squinted, spotting the faint snow cloud on the horizon, and a smile spread over her face. “Ariar’s here.”

      

      A quarter-turn later, Talyn was still leaning out over the drop, a smile tugging at her face as the distant cloud on the horizon resolved into three hundred racing Aimsir, a golden-haired rider astride a big grey stallion in the lead.

      Her peripheral vision was caught by the sparkle of Trystaan’s underwings as he took off from higher above, soaring into the skies and winging his way over to meet the legion of SkyRiders circling in the air above the Aimsir.

      Remaining where she was, she watched as the horses rode up to Corrin and the Wolves who were waiting to greet them, circling around in an exuberant gallop. Ariar and Corrin spoke for a few moments, then Ariar lifted a hand and riders began dismounting. Once satisfied everything was to his liking, he followed Corrin up the trail. Soon both men disappeared from sight.

      Despite their overall appearance of rowdiness, the Aimsir efficiently unpacked tents from saddlebags and began setting up a neat camp—not far from water and grazing for the horses and in an area of the foothills protected by mountain slopes on three sides.

      A half-turn later, her cousin stepped out onto the balcony behind her, a wide smile of greeting lighting up his face. “Talyn!”

      “Welcome back to the SkyReach.” She hugged him. “You’re well?”

      “Never better,” he promised. “You?”

      “Raring to go.” She speared him with a look. “Where are we at?”

      Ariar took his slouch hat off, settling against the railing. “Rados has been back in Samatia for about a month. Saundin is keeping us informed as best he can. I think it was a bit rough at first, but the Shadowlord and Armun Council rallied behind Rados. The first Firthlander troop ship arrived on our east coast to start ferrying their soldiers home just before I left. Alyna and Aeris were scheduled to depart after me to go to Samatia and formally renounce our claim on Firthland and sign an alliance agreement with Rados as high king.”

      “Isn’t it dangerous, sending Aeris to Samatia when things are still uncertain?”

      “Alyna is with him, and your mother is one fierce fighter, Tal. Aeris must show he isn’t afraid. That he trusts our new allies.”

      It was true. Still, she worried. “Soar and Allira?”

      “Our young king has put Soar in charge of dealing with preparing for the Montagni war fleet in his absence, while Allira will step in as regent in case something happens to him.” Ariar smiled. “We’re all very busy little Dumnorix.”

      Talyn stiffened. “The war fleet is moving?”

      Ariar nodded. “Word came from Acleu the day before I left Port Lachley—Azrilan has re-stocked izerdia and re-formed the fleet. Not only that, but the ship of niever-flyers Tarcos sent to protect the fleet carried on to Montagn when the Montagni ships never showed up for the rendezvous.”

      It was what they’d wanted. Still, she worried for the Twin Thrones. “Did the Callanan have any idea when the fleet would depart?”

      “They weren’t sure, but didn’t think it would be longer than a week or two. They may be leaving as we speak.”

      Talyn thought that over. “Well, let’s hope Rados can be trusted. Soar will have to divert several SkyRider legions and most of the Aimsir to the north to fight that fleet. The Ayrlemyre Mountains will be vulnerable.”

      “It’s a dangerous moment,” Ariar agreed. “It will only take one thing to fail and this whole scheme could turn to disaster.”

      Talyn leaned over and nudged him hard. “Since when are you the pessimistic one?”

      “Never.” He beamed. “Where are you at?”

      “We have Kaeri’s agreement and three hundred Wolves and Falcons primed for a fight.” She met her cousin’s gaze. “It’s now or never.”

      “How soon before Azrilan hears about Tarcos, do you think?”

      “It’s hard to know. Unless Azrilan has spies of his own in the south, which I doubt given how heavily he’s relied on Tarcos’s Armun, he won’t know until Rados sends him a formal missive. Gossip from the limited merchant traffic might get there first.” Talyn shifted. “Montagn’s army still dwarfs ours. We need House Venador to destroy Azrilan’s support in Arataire if we hope to win.”

      “Then we’d best get to it. When do you want to move?”

      “Day after tomorrow.” She hesitated. “How do you feel about attending a wedding?”

      

      Cuinn and Talyn were married before three-hundred-odd Wolves and Falcons, fifty SkyRiders, three hundred rambunctious Aimsir, a Callanan pair and Prince Ariar Dumnorix.

      Talyn found the whole thing distinctly uncomfortable—the hundreds of pairs of watching eyes and Sari’s constant ripples of glee in her head were not helping at all. Cuinn attempted to keep a straight face as they stood in front of all those people and swore their marriage vows, but failed miserably, his delight escaping into the widest smile she’d ever seen.

      Windsong officiated—winged folk marriages could be sworn by any male member of the court, and the Falcon was from a small but noble family. He certainly looked the part, distinguished and handsome with his greying hair, the lines on his face conveying character rather than age.

      Ariar witnessed on behalf of the Dumnorix, unable to keep a straight face either as he delighted in her awkwardness. Leviana and Cynia stood to Talyn’s right, Leviana literally hopping from excitement, while Theac and Corrin stood for Cuinn. Saniya and Kaeri observed from a short distance, both pretending like they thought the whole air of excitement and celebration was a bit over the top.

      “Isn’t this great?” Sari asked.

      “Which part?”

      “You getting married. And after all those times you swore it would never happen.”

      “I know.”

      “Is this what you want, Tal? Truly?”

      “I love him.” She had no doubt about that. “Marriage, ruling a kingdom, it wasn’t what I would have chosen. But I will have my Wolves, and I will be in Mithranar, and I will be his. I can be content with that.”

      When it was over, Windsong bowing before them both, wings half-furled, Cuinn shared with her the emotions of those watching as they cheered and whistled and stamped their feet.

      And in that moment she was happy.

      Cuinn’s hand tightened on hers. “Tomorrow we go to war,” he murmured.

      She nodded, turned to him with a smile and let him feel everything she felt. “But first let’s celebrate our wedding with those who love us.”

      “Time for the best part,” Ariar bellowed, clapping his hands loudly. “Aimsir, we’re in play! Come congratulate your fellow rider on her marriage.”

      The Aimsir came forward, hooting and hollering, wine spraying from the bottles they carried to douse Cuinn and Talyn and those closest to them. Talyn laughed as wine soaked through her clothes and hair, as entranced by the delight and joy on Cuinn’s face as she was by the happiness filling her.

      No matter what else came, this was right.
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      Talyn calmed a restive FireFlare with a touch, her eyes focused on the horizon. The Causeway was a short gallop away but not visible in the dim light. Behind her gathered over a hundred riders, uncharacteristically quiet and calm.

      A short distance away Ariar sat at the head of another hundred riders. He glanced over, caught her looking at him, and winked. She flashed him a smile.

      Talyn looked behind the horses, where just under two hundred Wolves and eighty Falcons were lined up in neat formation under Corrin’s command. Kaeri and Mithanis rode with them. Saniya, Leviana and Cynia too. Talyn was counting on the two Callanan to keep Kaeri safe if things went wrong. Without the Venador princess, their plan would be over before it began.

      It was dark, the faint blue line on the horizon marking the rapidly approaching dawn.

      They waited.

      “This is going to be epic.” Sari’s voice sounded wistful.

      “I hope so.”

      The ache was still there. Where Sari had once been. The palpable absence at her left side. She’d slowly learned to be a formidable warrior on her own, without Sari, but that didn’t mean a day went by where she didn’t wish with everything inside her that things could be different.

      A distant screech had everyone looking to the skies.

      Dawn was advancing now, darkness replaced by growing light that illuminated the stark white snow surrounding them in a silver glow.

      Another screech, this one a little closer. Talyn squinted, her winged folk vision picking up the dark specks of a SkyRider legion as they flew in from the direction of the SkyReach, dropping lower towards the snow. FireFlare shifted under her, eager to be off.

      One eagle dropped lower, insanely fast, and Trystaan’s challenging scream echoed through the morning. Midnight-blue flashed underneath his wings as Cuinn brought him low over the Wolves and Aimsir.

      And then he was past them, soaring back up into the sky to hover above while his legion flew on towards the Causeway. Talyn’s gaze lingered on the distant speck of Trystaan—Cuinn wouldn’t fight in this battle, but would instead return to the SkyReach to begin the fight for Mithranar. She worried ferociously about him. About the Wolves she was leaving behind. She hated that it was necessary.

      Talyn glanced at Ariar. His wide grin and bright eyes, full of anticipation, dispelled her melancholy. Anticipation began uncurling in her chest.

      “Aimsir, ride!” he bellowed, urging Greylord into a gallop with a light touch of his heels. “We’re in play!”

      FireFlare was only a second behind, the copper mare stretching out into a full gallop. Whoops and whistles and loud shouts echoed through the Aimsir as they flowed into movement, no formal ranks or neat rows, just hundreds of beautiful horses racing through the morning after the SkyRiders.

      “Amazing.”

      Sari’s excitement spread through Talyn, igniting her own and smashing through all her caution.

      She settled lower in the saddle, hands curling around the reins, a smile spreading unbidden across her face.

      The Aimsir streamed towards the Causeway, a thunder of galloping hooves and screaming riders, bright against the white snow. The ocean came into sight first, then the rugged peaks of the Montagni mountains.

      Then the Causeway.

      The SkyRiders circled in the air above it, eagles swooping down to rake the Montagni defensive positions in flaming arrows. Kaeri had pointed them all out on a map, and it seemed like the SkyRiders hadn’t had any difficulty in locating them.

      Spots of orange flame glowed along the mountainside flanking the Causeway. As FireFlare raced towards it, Talyn’s gaze picked out Montagni soldiers as they fled the flames. They all made for the main road below, where it wound deeper into Venador mountain territory.

      The moment FireFlare’s hooves hit the stone of the Causeway, Talyn leaned down and unhooked her bow from the saddle, slid it into her left hand, then reached up with her right to draw an arrow from the quiver hanging down her back.

      Riding without the reins, a half-pace behind Greylord, Talyn drew and fired at the closest Montagni. Her arrow took him in the arm. Blood spurted, but he barely heeded the injury, instead turning to shout a warning to his comrades. She swore at her poor aim and fired again.

      The closest soldiers immediately began forming into defensive lines, but by then the Aimsir were pouring across the Causeway, their arrows whistling thick and fast through the air. More orders were shouted back. Talyn got off another three arrows—Ariar even more—before Greylord and FireFlare hit the lines.

      Aimsir weren’t built for standing and fighting, so Talyn and Ariar pushed their horses through and down the road, trusting to the riders behind them to take out any threat to their back.

      “Incoming!” Ariar bellowed.

      Talyn loosed an arrow and lifted her right hand. Her sapphire energy shield snapped into place just as several arrows came flying down the road towards them. The Montagni had already set up a secondary defensive position.

      They were good.

      “Above and to the north!” Ariar shouted again.

      Talyn nodded, scanned the rocky mountainside where he’d directed her, but before she could do anything, three eagles dropped out of the sky. They passed overhead in a blur of speed and icy wind and then firelit arrows pounded into the defensive outpost.

      “Keep going!” Talyn shouted, urging FireFlare back into a gallop.

      A glance back showed all the Aimsir were across the Causeway now, filling the narrow road leading into the mountains. This was their most vulnerable moment, when they had to trust to the SkyRiders above to identify and remove any threat.

      If they faced heavy cavalry assault here in these narrow spaces between slopes, they’d be slaughtered. But the Aimsir horses were fast, and soon the retreating Montagni cavalry came into sight ahead—they were all fleeing, none stopping to try and set up an ambush. Just as they came into sight, they reached a fork in the road and split up.

      “The roads through the mountains are numerous, and soldiers of the Venador House will know the way out without having to think about it. They’ll split up to break our pursuing force and hope to lose us in the wilderness,” Kaeri had warned.

      “Once the Aimsir have their tail, they won’t be able to lose us,” Ariar had said confidently. “Our horses are too fast. And they’re accustomed to the Ayrlemyre Mountains—the Montagni terrain won’t be difficult for them.”

      He proved right. Without a word Talyn sent FireFlare after the cavalry taking the southern fork while Ariar and Greylord turned north after the others. The Aimsir split neatly into two behind them.

      FireFlare galloped, hooves racing effortlessly down the rockier road. The space between the Aimsir and cavalry decreased enough that the lead riders could get off a few shots. Two horses and their riders fell.

      The road branched again. Talyn urged FireFlare after the group veering around to the north. “Arn, wheel east!” she snapped.

      Arn shouted confirmation, deftly turning his chocolate mare to follow the smaller group continuing along the main trail. Aimsir again split neatly to follow Talyn and Arn.

      This trail was narrower, and steeper, but the Montagni hadn’t realised that this gave the fleet Aimsir horses the advantage. Naturally faster and more agile, and not weighed down by riders wearing armour and weapons, Talyn’s group quickly caught up.

      As the trail opened up to grassy hillside, she gestured to the Aimsir closest behind her, pointing him left, then spurred FireFlare on. “Ha ha!”

      The copper mare lengthened her stride further and they raced up along the right side of the fleeing cavalry group. Talyn started firing, hitting where she could, while trusting FireFlare to avoid the sword thrusts of their quarry.

      Soon her group of Aimsir had completely encircled the cavalry, weaving and dodging until most had fallen and only a few riders remained in the saddle. One of the riders barked an order and the cavalry slowed their horses, gradually coming to a complete halt.

      “We surrender!” a man shouted, yanking his helmet off his head and tossing it away before putting his hands in the air.

      “Aimsir, halt firing!” Talyn bellowed. “Bows nocked and ready.”

      The hail of arrows stopped.

      “Throw down your weapons and dismount,” she snapped at the cavalrymen.

      They did as ordered with various degrees of reluctance. Once they were all standing together in a huddle in the middle of the path, Talyn snapped an order and several Aimsir began spooking the cavalry horses, panicking them into galloping off.

      She waited until the horses were long gone, then flashed a smile at the helpless frustration of the bearded Montagni standing in the road. “It was a pleasure, gentleman. Arn, you’ll escort them in?”

      “Aye!” He nodded.

      She kicked FireFlare into a gallop back the way they’d come, a series of whooping victory cheers following her.

      It was going well so far.
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      Talyn galloped up to the rendezvous point to find the others had already arrived.

      Kaeri was speaking as Talyn dismounted and joined her, the Callanan, the legion captain, and the Wolf talons. Mithanis was there too, armed, expression calm and focused. “Over that rise the road leads down to the main gates,” Kaeri said.

      Corrin cleared his throat. “This is the part where the Ciantar would insist we go over the plan once more, just to make sure.”

      “And so she should,” Cynia said primly.

      Talyn smirked, though it quickly faded. She was too on edge, worried that this would fail, that someone she loved might get hurt. “Drift, you take the SkyRiders in first,” she said crisply, hiding any trace of worry from her voice. “Your job is to force any guards on the walls to flee inside—if they won’t, you need to provide us enough covering fire to get to the gates safely.”

      “I’ll bring the winged Wolves and Falcons in from the sky after you’ve begun your attack,” Liadin said. “We’ll target any remaining archers on the walls first.”

      “Then I bring a third of the force around from the north,” Corrin added. “Once the archers are out, we smash through the back entrance.”

      “While Talyn and I lead the rest of you through the main gates,” Kaeri said in satisfaction. “Plan officially gone over. Let’s get moving.”

      “We try to avoid killing unless it saves lives, and we hold fire the moment the fortress surrenders to Kaeri,” Talyn said firmly.

      “Agreed.” Their assent was quick and steady. Mithanis said nothing, gaze dark as he glanced at her.

      “These are my countrymen, my family,” Kaeri said quietly. “I will do what I have to, but I won’t hurt any more than is necessary.”

      

      Sitting in a wide valley between particularly rugged mountains, the Venador fortress was as forbidding as its surroundings.

      That was Talyn’s first thought as she watched the SkyRider eagles crest the valley summit and drop down towards its high stone walls. Her second was that if she were an archer guarding the walls, she’d be quailing in her boots at the sight of fifty fearsome eagles filling the sky, screaming challenges as they swooped towards their target.

      Drift led a handful of SkyRiders straight for the front gates, spread out in a line, and firing at any movement they could see. The rest of the legion spread wide to cover more of the walls.

      Despite their obvious shock, the guards reacted impressively quickly. Return arrows hissed through the sky by the time the eagles banked and rocketed skywards to come around for another run.

      As they hit the walls again, Liadin and the winged Wolves and Falcons joined them, using the cover of SkyRider arrows to pick out the archers on the walls and take them down as quickly as they could.

      Despite how disciplined and fierce they were, the Venador guards were utterly unprepared to deal with an aerial force, and the defence along the walls of the fortress collapsed within minutes of the SkyRiders screaming overhead and the winged folk dropping out of the skies and using their warrior magic in targeted fashion to take out anyone still firing back.

      “Your SkyRiders are impressive,” Kaeri murmured from her spot beside Talyn overlooking the fight.

      “They are.” Talyn’s gaze surveyed the situation. “Time for you to make your entrance.”

      

      With the guards in total disarray, Corrin’s force broke through the back gates without any major problems, filing in to encircle the main yard right as Kaeri and Talyn and their force broke through and quelled any further resistance.

      Drift’s legion grouped together and came in low, eagles screaming, circling the yard protectively in case the Venadors mustered a secondary attack.

      The yard was wide and empty. Armed guards inside the compound had dropped their weapons in surrender and knelt by the wall, presumably at Corrin’s order. Talyn cast an apprehensive glance up at the walls, but was reassured to see Falcons and Wolves standing there in the place of defenders.

      They would keep Kaeri safe.

      Talyn dismounted and came to stand a half-step behind Kaeri just as three men emerged from the front doors of the fortress. Leviana and Cynia stood close by, green Callanan cloaks swishing around them, Cynia with bow drawn and Leviana with a knife in each hand. Mithanis stood a half-pace behind Kaeri. Zamaril appeared at Talyn’s side, sword drawn.

      The approaching men were bearded like all free Montagni, and dressed richly but practically. The middle one was substantially older than the other two, broad-shouldered, with short-cropped greying hair. Talyn’s eyes narrowed; he looked enough like the previous ahara that she wondered if they were brothers.

      All three were angry; it snapped from them, obvious to anyone even without song magic. But when they realised who was standing before them, shock and bewilderment, along with a hint of relief and joy, eclipsed much of the anger.

      “Kaeri!” The older man stared at her. The other two came to a halt a pace behind him. “We thought you were dead! What are...” He trailed off, his mystification sending his expression slack for a long moment. “What are you... what is going on?”

      “Uncle Tashon,” she said curtly, making no allowances for his shock. Her back was ramrod straight and her voice had no give in it. “My father couldn’t hold onto his throne, and you gave it away to a winged prince from another country. I’m here to take House Venador and reclaim the seat of ahara.”

      Tashon opened his mouth, glanced at the two men beside him. They looked as befuddled as he did. “You can’t.”

      “I think you’ll find I already have. Surrender House Venador to me now, and I’ll withdraw my forces. I don’t want any more soldiers of our House to die unnecessarily.”

      “I—you’re a woman.”

      “Clever of you to notice,” she snapped.

      “Kaeri, be sensible, a woman has never led a Montagni House.” This from the man beside her uncle, younger, taller, but the happiest of the three men to see her alive, as far as Talyn could tell.

      “That doesn’t mean it can’t happen, Tarif.” She looked her uncle in the eye. “How exactly do you plan to deny my claim? I’ve just taken your fortress.”

      Silence filled the yard. If what they were doing wasn’t so vital, Talyn would have been hard pressed not to laugh.

      “Is that…” Tashon shook his head, gaze landing on Mithanis. “You’re Mithanis Manunin.”

      “I am.” Mithanis even managed a very slight bow. “And I stand with Kaeri Venador.”

      The shock and confusion deepened. “You’re standing with another House against your own?”

      “Azrilan cut out my wings and threw me in a slave camp. Your niece offered me power and a chance to strike back. When she re-takes her father’s position as ahara, I will bring House Manunin to heel behind you.” His voice rang with confidence, both innate and magical. A little shiver went down Talyn’s spine. Mithanis could be a formidable force in Montagn. She hoped Kaeri hadn’t made a mistake involving him.

      “As my husband,” Kaeri added, waiting a beat before continuing. “Push me, and I will kill every single man here, you included. I have demonstrated that I have the superior force. You can’t stand against me.”

      Her uncle’s face darkened. “A foreign force.”

      “What does that matter? And in case you’re thinking the SkyRiders and Aimsir currently hunting down the guards on the border posts are all I have, don’t. I have formally allied with King Aeris Dumnorix of the Twin Thrones and Prince Cuinn Acondor of Mithranar.”

      “You...” The poor men seemed to have no idea what to do or say.

      “It is done,” Kaeri said. “All you need do is accept it, accept me, and we will restore House Venador to power.”

      Still they hesitated. They couldn’t seem to get their heads around a female leading their House, despite the fact they already stood defeated. But they loved her. That much was obvious. She was one of them. A Venador. And no doubt Azrilan’s defeat of Kaeri’s father had stung badly.

      “I am Talyn Ciantar-Dumnorix.” She stepped forward then, keeping her shoulders loose and voice confident. “I verify the alliance. As will Prince Ariar Dumnorix, once he’s finished chasing your cavalry through the hills.” She paused. “Give Kaeri your House, and then we can go inside and discuss how we make Venador the most powerful name in Montagn once again.”

      Tashon glanced at the two men beside him, stared up into the sky, then sighed. “Kaeri Venador. I hereby surrender House Venador to you.”

      Talyn saw the shock ripple over Kaeri’s face. Followed by delight. Then triumph.

      But the succession of emotions happened so fast it barely showed in her expression or bearing. Instead she stepped forward, laid her hand on her uncle’s shoulder. “It’s good to see you, Uncle Tash.”

      His head bowed, then raised to run his gaze over her face. His expression hardened. “They made you a slave?”

      “They did. But we’re going to do something about that.”

      Tarif stepped in closer then, as did the other cousin. All of a sudden it was as if nobody else in the courtyard existed but the four Venadors. Their bonds were tight, bound deep by loyalty and honour and tradition. “Tell us how, Kaeri.”
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      Cuinn sat on a chair before one of the many wooden tables filling the room. They were covered in dust, having stood unused for months. His leg jigged constantly despite numerous attempts to stop it. His grip on the shadows in the room was fierce, ready to pull them around him so he could disappear into darkness in an instant.

      The likelihood of betrayal was uncomfortably high.

      Despite that, the Wolves remained outside, leaving him alone for this meeting. Even Jasper was back at their hiding place, no doubt snarling his fury at anyone who dared come close. Theac had been predictably against the idea. Cuinn had insisted. He had to show these men he trusted them.

      Even if he didn’t. Not yet.

      A low whistle sounded. Three sharp whistles followed. Everything in Cuinn tightened. That code meant the meeting attendees were approaching. A second series of whistles… four this time.

      That meant they were alone and weren’t being followed.

      Tirin Goldfeather was the first to enter what had once been the Wolves mess. An eager air hung around him, his expression open, golden wings relaxed at his sides. Charl Nightdrift, only two steps behind, was the opposite. He held his wings rigidly behind him, as if prepared to fly off at any moment. His face gave nothing away of what he was thinking.

      But Cuinn could feel his fear. It was potent, sliding against his song magic like an oily residue. He tried not to let it affect him.

      Cuinn stood, letting go of his grasp on the shadows. “Lord Nightdrift. Lord Goldfeather. Please have a seat.”

      Both men started in surprise, then equal looks of horror flashed across their faces as they registered Cuinn’s lack of wings. The emotion hit him in a wave, and he couldn’t stop a wince, though he quickly buried it.

      “You know he would kill us if he found out we were here,” Nightdrift said without preamble, striding forward to take a chair.

      “I do. Thank you for coming.”

      Cuinn hadn’t been named the prince of song for no reason, and he used every inch of his magic now to understand these men before him. He needed them, had chosen them deliberately, but if they betrayed him… he’d be dead well before he had any chance of taking the throne back from Azrilan.

      Nightdrift tensed, as if he guessed exactly what Cuinn was doing, but said nothing. He wasn’t trying to hide his emotions either. He had come to this meeting because Mithanis had murdered his son. That didn’t mean he enjoyed any part of sneaking around. It wasn’t his life he cared about—but he was a traditional winged man who’d sat on the Queencouncil since young adulthood. He didn’t like change, and he didn’t like the old ways being turned over. Cuinn didn’t detect any malice, however, or nefarious intent.

      Goldfeather was an open book. He still grieved the deaths of his father and Ronisin, knew Azrilan and Mithanis were responsible, and was more than willing to help put Cuinn on the throne. Although his lack of fear worried Cuinn; it indicated he didn’t fully understand the danger he was in by being here.

      “You must guess why I’m back,” Cuinn said, settling in his chair.

      “It’s not exactly difficult to figure out,” Nightdrift barked. “You want the same thing as your brothers. Our throne. Why are we here?”

      Cuinn shrugged. “I want you to help me take it back.”

      “You mean you want us to get ourselves killed in a useless endeavour. The throne was never yours to take back, Prince Cuinn. The Queencouncil chose Mithanis. Azrilan took his position by force. All you did was run away and hide.”

      “I won’t deny that.” Cuinn squashed the guilt that wanted to rise. “But I left so that I could grow stronger. Find allies. Have a better chance of unseating Azrilan.”

      Goldfeather sat forward, earnestness in every line of his body. “Prince Cuinn, I would vote for you on the Kingcouncil any day. But Charl is right. If we openly challenge Azrilan, we’ll be executed.”

      “All I’m asking you to do is vote for me at Kingcouncil when the time comes,” Cuinn said simply. “And between now and then I want you to talk to those you trust. Tell them I’ve returned. That I want to get rid of Azrilan and make life here better for everyone.”

      Nightdrift barked another laugh. “Foolish idealism. Life already is good for us, Prince. Why risk our lives to change it? Unless you think jabbering to our friends about treason isn’t risking our lives.”

      Cuinn leaned forward, capturing Nightdrift’s gaze. “If I’d been king, Ronisin would still be alive today. You know it. I know it. I want you to make sure the court knows it.”

      Silence fell. Nightdrift’s mouth tightened, but he looked away, his grief caustic against Cuinn’s magic.

      “I’ll do as you ask,” Tirin said hesitantly. “But there are few I trust enough to speak to about this. If I start spreading the information more widely, I can’t guarantee it won’t get back to Irial or Azrilan, or the WingGuard.”

      “Only speak to those you trust with your life. Ask them to do the same.” It was risky no matter how much they trusted their friends. Cuinn hated how much danger they would be putting themselves in. But Talyn was right. He wouldn’t ever achieve his goal without being willing to place lives at risk.

      Nightdrift shot a glance at Tirin, then shrugged. “You’ll need us to do more than that if you’re truly planning on deposing your brother.”

      “That’s true,” Cuinn admitted. “I need information, whatever you can pass me. When does Kingcouncil sit? What are the loyalties of the lords? Who will be most opposed to me? How many Falcons guard Kingcouncil meetings? That sort of thing.”

      “Done.” Tirin nodded.

      Nightdrift shot him a scowl. “Even if you succeed, which isn’t likely, what do you plan to do about the fact Azrilan is also ahara of Montagn?”

      “Let’s just assume that problem is dealt with. I won’t move here until it is.”

      Nightdrift’s dark look deepened, but eventually he gave a terse nod. “How do we contact you?”

      “You don’t. I want to make sure you both stay safe. One of my Wolves will come to you. It will be a different one each time. They’ll ensure nobody sees you meeting with them.”

      “A word of warning.” Nightdrift leaned closer, lowering his voice. The fear that had been hanging around him since he’d arrived grew even stronger, making it hard for Cuinn to sit still and meet his eyes. “Azrilan’s hounds are back in the citadel. Their leader was at Kingcouncil yesterday. Don’t know where they’ve been… but they know you’re here, Prince Cuinn. I’d watch my back if I were you.”

      Nightdrift’s fear became Cuinn’s then. It squeezed his chest and set his heart thudding. “How many are they?”

      “Ten Shadows, five Armun, ten Bearmen.”

      Cuinn swallowed, sweeping every trace of terror from his voice before speaking. “Thank you.”

      Nightdrift stood, chair scraping back. “Tirin, best you wait a bit before leaving. Not a good idea for us to be seen together.”

      “I’m glad you came back,” Tirin said fervently once Nightdrift had gone. “We’ve been hoping you would.”

      “We?”

      He nodded. “Some of the Falcons here are loyal to Windsong, though they pretend loyalty to Brightwing every day. And the lesser families… many of them liked the idea of you being king. I make sure to stay in touch with them.”

      “Be careful.” Cuinn worried about the risks Tirin was taking. “Azrilan’s hounds won’t just be looking for me. Take extra precautions.”

      “I’ll be fine, Ronisin taught me a few things.” Confidence beamed from Tirin as he stood. “I’ll see you soon, Your Highness.”

      Cuinn worried for him. For all of them. Azrilan had out-maneuvered them all once before.

      He desperately hoped it wouldn’t happen again.
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      Talyn couldn’t keep still. She’d been tossing and turning ever since she’d gone to bed. Eventually she shoved the covers off and started dressing. Ehdra, on guard at her door, gave her a surprised look when she opened it. “Go and wake Drift. Quietly. Tell him to take his eagle up.”

      He hesitated. “Is something wrong?”

      “I just...” She shook her head. “Something’s off. Tell him to scout the area, make sure I’m worrying over nothing.”

      A full-turn later, Talyn, Corrin, Ariar and Liadin waited on the chilly rooftop and watched as Drift and his eagle dropped out of the sky over the fortress, a more rapid descent than any sane person would attempt at night. The eagle landed gracefully on the stone, but Drift was already unbuckling and jumping down.

      Anxiety knotted in Talyn’s chest.

      “An army is marching toward us along each of the three access roads,” he said without preamble. “Slave infantry and cavalry. The Causeway is wall-to-wall with foot soldiers and I think I spotted Berserkers too. Lord Ariar—your Aimsir scouts are maybe a half-turn away with the warning.”

      “How did you know?” Liadin turned, wide-eyed, to Talyn.

      Corrin dismissed the question with a wave of his hand. “Drift, how long have we got before they surround us here?”

      “Two full-turns, maybe a little more.”

      Talyn swore long and fluently under her breath. “We warn Kaeri first.”

      “I’ll rouse the Aimsir discreetly.” Ariar nodded. “We can be ready to ride in a half-turn.”

      All four followed Talyn in a run down the stairs. They reached the bottom and Talyn slowed her pace to a brisk walk. Ariar turned left to head to where the Aimsir were billeted. At a quick word from Corrin, Liadin peeled off to prepare the Wolves and Drift to the SkyRiders that had remained in Montagn with them.

      Talyn knocked once at Kaeri’s door before walking inside, not giving the Montagni guards stationed in her hallway time to voice the protests forming on their lips.

      “Kaeri!” Talyn snapped the moment the door was closed. “Out here, now.”

      An internal door opened from the bedroom seconds later. Kaeri appeared, impatience and surprise warring on her face. At least she was dressed. “What the hell is going on?”

      “Saniya, you too!” Talyn used her command voice, the one that meant instant obeying or dire consequences. She didn’t wait for the other woman to appear though. “A small army is marching on us. They’re using all three routes in and they’ve cut off the Causeway.”

      A snarl of fury rippled across Kaeri’s face and she strode for the door, hauling it open and pointing at the Venador guards. “You—go straight to your watch captain and rouse the household guard. You—go to my uncle. Tell him to meet us in the audience hall now!”

      “How far off?” Saniya came through from the bedroom, buckling on her knives.

      Corrin relayed the info quickly and concisely. “Just over two full-turns for the first lot. A little longer for the second.”

      “If we can’t escape via the Causeway, which way do we go?” Talyn asked Kaeri.

      “We can scatter via trails over the mountains, but then we dilute our force and lose our defensible position. If we can’t escape to the Causeway, though, we don’t have a lot of other options.” Kaeri sat to yank on boots. “We’ll have to stand and fight—this fortress was built with defence in mind. Your SkyRiders should make the difference.”

      “Not against these numbers.” There were only twenty SkyRiders left with them—the rest had returned to the SkyReach in preparation for Cuinn needing them—and there would be archers with the cavalry and foot soldiers. The Aimsir couldn’t stand and fight against a powerful cavalry line, not to mention they’d be useless inside the walls of the fortress. She mulled the problem over.

      “Sari?”

      “What if you do the one thing Azrilan would least expect?” Sari suggested.

      “Right. That would mean…” Talyn’s head shot up. “What if we don’t try and escape Montagn? What if we use the mountains as cover and begin striking at the slave camps like we originally planned?” she suggested.

      “We planned an orderly series of attacks using my family’s forces and your own to steadily build an army,” Kaeri said. “If we start randomly attacking slave camps without a base to bring them back to, we’ll just create chaos.”

      “Exactly.” Talyn nodded. “Chaos that will hinder any pursuit of us, and chaos that will begin to affect their food supplies, and their weapons’ manufacture, especially if we hit the right camps. Maybe it’s not the orderly invasion we planned for, but it could still work.”

      Kaeri’s eyes narrowed in thought. “True enough. We’ll slip out of the fortress before they get here, scatter into the mountains and re-form further south, closer to the camps. They won’t know what’s going on.”

      “Wait!” Corrin stopped them before both women went running for the door. “Ciantar, you’re talking about staying in Montagn indefinitely without a base or reliable access to supplies. What do we do with our wounded? Or the slaves we rescue who are hurt or sick or just malnourished and weak?”

      “The villages throughout the mountains will shelter and protect us,” Kaeri said. “They are loyal to our House.”

      “And what happens when Azrilan’s army starts attacking them too?” Corrin said, a stubborn line to his mouth. Talyn wasn’t sure whether she was annoyed or impressed.

      “They can’t be everywhere at once. And our villagers know how to protect themselves, not to mention how confusing the trails are.” Kaeri sounded impatient.

      “Corrin, I truly think it will still work,” Talyn said. “Jystar will be with us, after all.”

      “Ciantar, I don’t think you should—”

      “She’s pregnant, not an invalid,” Saniya snapped, cutting Corrin off. “Can we please get a move on?”

      “No!” Kaeri held up a hand when everyone turned to stare at Saniya. Corrin’s eyes had gone wide as saucers. Talyn’s anxiety shot through the roof. “We are NOT standing here having a debate about how Saniya found out your little secret while an army is marching on us. Let’s go.”

      The women ran for the door. Talyn levelled at look at Corrin. “Not. A. Word.”

      He swallowed, still wide-eyed, and saluted. “As you say, Ciantar.”

      

      Within a quarter-turn the castle was a hive of activity. Kaeri and her family had decided not to ring the warning bells, instead taking extra precious time to manually rouse all the soldiers and residents.

      “Better they not know we’ve been warned,” Kaeri said, quickly convincing the others. “I like the idea of them storming up here to find us all vanished.”

      “We need to be gone inside a full-turn,” Tashon barked. “Yet barely half the castle is awake and moving.”

      “We can do it.”

      “We can,” Tarif said firmly.

      Talyn glanced at him. In the days since they’d been here, Kaeri’s eldest cousin had very quickly become her loudest voice of support within the family. If she didn’t have the sense to make him one of her most senior advisors when she took the throne, Talyn planned on suggesting it very strongly.

      She would need someone around her like that, someone to offer unquestioning support when she couldn’t trust her own husband or any rival House. Speaking of Mithanis, he’d woken, become predictably furious at the news his brother was attacking them, and was now more usefully occupied using his song magic to keep the gathering soldiers calm and moving quickly.

      They spent a quarter-turn dividing the Venador soldiers into groups—some would escort non-combatant residents of the fortress out to nearby villages for safety, while others would split into smaller, mobile forces that could manage the winding trails up through the mountains. The fifty remaining Wolves would travel with Talyn and Mithanis, with Saniya to guide them. Ariar would lead the Aimsir and SkyRiders.

      “You don’t stand and fight,” Talyn warned Ariar. “You—”

      “Talyn, I love you, but you’re talking to the Horselord,” Ariar said tersely. “We’ll be like ghosts on the wind, unable to be caught. But if we get the opportunity to loose a few arrows as we go, I mostly certainly will take that opportunity.”

      All groups would meet in an isolated valley in three days’ time. Kaeri and Talyn chose it after a careful study of one of the family’s maps. It was barely two days’ ride from the first slave camp they wanted to hit.

      The bustle devolved into chaos as more and more people woke and time began running out. Each Venador family member was responsible for one of the departing groups, and shouts and running feet sounded from every direction. The horses in the stables were restless, made anxious by all the noise, and Kaeri sent the order not to light any more lanterns than would normally be alight at this time of night.

      Corrin had the Wolves already out of barracks, dressed, weaponed and ready to ride before they all emerged from the escape planning. That meant the Mithranan contingent would be the first to go.

      “Mithanis is out there with the gathered Wolves.” Corrin strode up as Talyn and Saniya appeared. “He’s got blood all over his hands. He says he found the spy reporting to Azrilan.”

      Talyn shuddered, not at all confident the prince of night hadn’t found some poor innocent to take his anger out on. There was little she could do about it now though. “Get them moving. Saniya will be taking point. I will be right behind you.”

      Corrin saluted and jogged off, Saniya with him.

      FireFlare was agitated, greeting Talyn with a sharp whinny when she appeared in the stables. It took longer than it should to buckle on the saddle given the mare’s restive movements.

      “Come on, FireFlare,” Talyn murmured as she swung onto the mare’s back. “Time to free some slaves.”
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      “Six Falcons on guard in the Kingcouncil chamber during meetings, all stationed indoors.” Andres reviewed the latest information from Tirin Goldfeather. “That’s light security.”

      “What do they have to be afraid of?” Lyra asked.

      Andres conceded that. “If we can simultaneously subdue the six Falcons before the alarm is raised, at the same time as we take out Brightwing and his most loyal flight-leaders—”

      “Without killing them,” Cuinn said pointedly.

      Lyra and Andres shared a look, but both nodded. Windsong crossed his arms over his chest.

      “We still need information on the Falcons loyal to us,” Andres finished. “So that we can ensure they’re in position to take command.”

      “This is still a coup,” Theac grumbled. “If we force the Kingcouncil into voting for you, none of the winged court is going to consider it legitimate.”

      “It’s exactly what Azrilan did, and they’re happily following him,” Cuinn said.

      “Because they’re afraid of him. You want them to be afraid of you?” Windsong said pointedly.

      Cuinn sighed. He was right. “You know I don’t.”

      “We need to use the human population,” Lyra said. “If they march up to the citadel and fill the open spaces to show their support for Prince Cuinn, then—”

      “No, we can’t guarantee the Falcons won’t attack. Brightwing isn’t above issuing that order.” Frustration tinged Cuinn’s voice.

      Andres looked equally irritated. “Your Highness, we are your soldiers. If you keep refusing to follow our suggestions because you’re afraid of violence, we’ll never get anywhere.”

      Cuinn held onto his temper. She’d trained these men, and they were good at what they did. But how could he be king if he achieved it off the blood of his people? “We subdue the guards and the Falcons most loyal to Az. We negotiate a truce with the remaining WingGuard. Then we hold an open Kingcouncil with equal numbers of my soldiers and Azrilan’s present. Whoever Kingcouncil votes in will be accepted as king.”

      “And the agreement you made with Mithanis?” Theac asked.

      Cuinn’s jaw clenched, but he nodded. “He’ll need to be there too.”

      Windsong scratched his jaw. “And if they don’t vote for you?”

      “Then we accept that.”

      Windsong and the talons stared at him like he’d lost his mind. He tried not to wince. “The goal is to make sure ahead of time that they do vote for me.”

      Theac looked at Andres, who gave a little shake of his head, then Lyra, who stared at the roof. Almost rolling his eyes, he turned to face Cuinn. “Your Highness, we love you and you know that. You keep saying that you are responsible for all the people of Mithranar… but if you lose that vote and accept it, then what happens to the humans? Or the winged folk that showed loyalty to you? Those are the people whose lives ride on your decisions now.”

      Cuinn tried not to squirm in his chair, but failed miserably. “I’m aware of that.”

      An owl hooted outside Cuinn’s small hut, breaking the tense silence that had fallen. Cuinn almost jumped.

      Night had fallen several full-turns ago, but Cuinn and his talons had been up late after an unexpected visit from Andres with the latest message from Goldfeather. It wasn’t like he would have been sleeping, anyway—and it wasn’t just because he was currently hiding out in Vengeance’s old compound behind the wall, where they were treated to a nightly chorus of tawncat snarls and other terrifying noises.

      He’d been on edge since the news that the hounds were in Dock City and looking for him. He woke frequently during the night expecting a Shadow to jump out from the darkness. Not even the double guard of Wolves on him at all times reassured him.

      Mainly because he could sense that it didn’t reassure them.

      The hounds were coming for him. And it was only a matter of time before they got to him, in one way or another.

      The hooting came twice more as Cuinn and his talons headed towards a large clearing at the centre of the compound. The grass was long after months of being abandoned, but it provided no problem for the SkyRider dropping out of the sky.

      “Plummet?” Cuinn recognised the woman unbuckling her harness and dropping down. Fear and dread warred in equal measure in the pit of his stomach—they hadn’t expected to receive a SkyRider messenger this early unless something had gone wrong.

      “Wolf.” A smile creased her face, partially dispelling some of his concern. “Quite a nice hideout you’ve got here. Very difficult to find in the dark though.”

      “It’s not like we could leave a lantern lit for you,” Theac growled. “Blasted winged folk in this country.”

      “What’s going on?” Cuinn demanded.

      Plummet’s smile faded a little. “Azrilan learned that Princess Kaeri and the Ciantar were hiding in the Venador fortress. They sent forces to attack, but—”

      “Are they okay?” Cuinn cut in, every part of his body going tight with fear.

      “When I left, they were all fine. They slipped out before the attacking forces could arrive, scattering into the mountains.” Plummet hesitated. “Azrilan cut off the Causeway though.”

      “They’re trapped in Montagn?” Theac asked gruffly.

      “Yes,” Plummet said.

      There was a moment’s silence, then Andres sighed. “What crazy plan has the Ciantar come up with now?”

      Normally Cuinn would be amused by the question. Instead anxiety roiled in his stomach until he felt sick with it. Talyn was trapped in Montagn. With only a few hundred Aimsir and less than a hundred Wolves. Swallowing, he forced himself to pay attention to Plummet’s response.

      “She’s going to use the mountains as a base to attack the slave camps. Same plan, just happening sooner.” Plummet reached into her flight tunic and pulled out a crumpled sheet of parchment. “She told me to give you this.”

      Cuinn turned without a word and strode back to his small hut, the Wolf talons trailing behind him silently. Once he’d closed the door, he checked the blackout curtains were firmly covering the windows, then lit a lamp and unfolded the parchment on the table so they all could read it.

      You need to gather the Wolves and Falcons and make your move on the citadel soon, within a week of getting this. We have an opportunity now, a brief one. He’ll be distracted by what we’re about to do here in Montagn—it will draw him in. Take Mithranar away from him before he even realises what’s happening... and when he does, it will be to find Montagn has slipped from his grasp too. I will win this war for you, but you have to claim your country, Cuinn.

      Love always,

      Talyn

      Windsong scratched his nose. “Interesting.”

      “She’s barking mad,” Theac growled.

      “She has a point, though.” Lyra tried not to quail in the face of Theac’s scowl, but didn’t quite succeed. “Factoring in the three or four days it took for Plummet to fly here, the Ciantar is probably hitting the first slave camp around about now. Within a week, she’ll probably have freed another two camps, if all goes well. Azrilan will be focusing on dealing with that threat.”

      Andres shrugged. “I guess this should have been the plan from the beginning.”

      Cuinn began pacing, running a hand through his hair. “We’re not ready to move.”

      “We could get the Wolf army into the underbelly of the palace like we planned within three days,” Windsong said. “Kingcouncil is in six days. It could be done.”

      “We still need the names of the Falcon officers most loyal to us, not to mention those that need subduing along with Brightwing,” Cuinn said.

      “I’ll supervise the transfer of Wolves into the palace, then I’ll go to Nightdrift. We’ll send Ehdra to Goldfeather tomorrow,” Theac said. “We can have those names within a few days.”

      “You should stay here until the last minute, Prince Cuinn, in case the hounds catch word of our movement,” Andres said. “Few people know how to get in here, and we can lock you down.”

      It was too soon. He didn’t feel ready. If they rushed this and got it wrong, then everything they’d worked for would be gone in a blink. Several moments passed before he realised the three of them were staring at him, waiting for his decision.

      Abruptly he wished Talyn was here. This was her forte, not this. But she’d told him to move, and he trusted her more than anyone else in the world.

      “We’ll start moving the Wolves in tomorrow.”
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      Talyn calmed FireFlare’s restive movements with a touch, her gaze focused on the slave camp visible through the trees. A light rain tapped on the hood of her cloak. Zamaril sat silently at her side, watchful as always.

      Five days since fleeing the Venador compound. Three days since re-assembling, not a single group lost, at their rendezvous point.

      And now they were about to make their very first hit, at a location Talyn and Kaeri had chosen together. She wasn’t sure what she was feeling as she stared down at the familiar wire fencing, the buildings, the front gate. The slaves working. They’d already rebuilt the front gates and guard posts either side of it.

      “That’s the camp you were held in?” Corrin rode up beside them.

      “Yes.”

      “I vote for killing every guard in there.”

      Talyn glanced over at the Wolf talon. “I’m glad you’re with me, Corrin.”

      He smiled, hard expression lightening. “So am I.”

      The excitement was already seeping through her—the anticipation of battle. The Venador soldiers were howling for blood on Kaeri’s behalf and the Wolves, while calmer, were equally focused on exacting revenge. The Aimsir milled excitedly, ready to be let loose. Their half-legion of SkyRiders remained at their valley base to protect the villagers nearby in case of unexpected attack.

      “You’re still a crazy person.” Sari sighed through her mind. “But I know this is you. Just be a little more cautious than usual, Tal.”

      Talyn smiled, hand pressing briefly against her stomach. From anxiety and fear, she’d settled into something approaching cautious wonder and matching nervousness. She wasn’t going to do anything that would put her child in danger.

      Hoofbeats sounded as Kaeri and Saniya rode up with Ariar. Kaeri’s sharp green eyes raked over her. “The command is yours, Talyn.”

      Talyn blinked in surprise. They’d already planned and agreed on the attack strategy the day before, but she’d expected Kaeri would take command of the actual fight.

      “I’m no slouch, but you’re a tactical genius and the best fighter I’ve ever seen. Let’s get this done.”

      “I like her,” Ariar commented.

      Saniya snorted.

      A smile spread over Talyn’s face as she turned, her gaze taking in the forested slope around them where four hundred Venador cavalry, fifty Wolves and a hundred-odd Aimsir were poised.

      Then she faced back down the hill, lifted her arm, and sent a bright sapphire energy burst flying into the sky before kicking FireFlare into a gallop. “GO!”

      The mare was as excited as Talyn to be in the midst of battle again, and she thundered down the slope towards the compound with a burst of speed that left Talyn’s eyes watering and Corrin and Zamaril quickly falling behind.

      Behind them a series of howls broke out, echoing through the forest. They held a hungry note, predators anticipating the hunt.

      And then the Montagni cavalry burst out of the trees behind her. Their bellows of challenge added to the cacophony of howling and the Aimsir whoops as they let their horses loose at the rear.

      Despite the shock of the sudden appearance of a large assault force bearing down on them, the soldiers in their posts at the main gates moved quickly. Warning bells began ringing through the compound, and figures moved as they reached for arrows to nock their bows.

      Talyn waited as the archers took aim.

      She waited until they drew.

      Then she dropped the reins, gripped with her knees, and thrust both palms outwards. Blue sapphire sparked in the dull morning and two bursts ploughed into each of the posts.

      In seconds, more brightly coloured bursts began exploding; Tirina, Nirini, and Kiran, swooping down from above to contribute their own warrior magic.

      The gates blasted open seconds before FireFlare reached them, and Talyn gathered up the reins. Mud sprayed from her mare’s hooves as Talyn pulled her to a halt in the clearing beyond. Around them, slaves filing out of the mess hall to begin their day’s work stared in astonishment.

      “I am Talyn Ciantar of Mithranar!” she cried at the top of her lungs. “And with me is Kaeri Venador, rightful ahara of Montagn. We are here to free you!”

      There was a moment of shocked silence as the slaves stared, not comprehending her words.

      And then the Venador cavalry thundered through the gates, led by Kaeri and Saniya. At a few crisp shouts from Talyn, they divided neatly into smaller groups to spread through the compound. The bells resumed, only adding to the clamour.

      The Aimsir rode to surround the fence line and cut off any guards seeking to escape.

      It wasn’t long before the well-trained and disciplined Montagni soldiers began to scramble in defence. The Berserkers roared as their battle rage took hold.

      “Make for the field!” Talyn shouted to the slaves. “Go straight there! Tell everyone you see, make for the field.”

      With that, the Wolves swept into the camp, Corrin at their head. The core of their force made directly for the largest concentration of slaves, surrounding them in a protective formation and helping to shepherd them towards the field. The rest moved to intercept the approaching Montagni soldiers.

      Talyn scanned the area, kicking FireFlare into a gallop when she spotted a group of archers emerging onto the roof of the eating hall. From there they were in position to fire on the moving slaves and Wolves protecting them.

      Talyn steered FireFlare towards the building, turning the mare to gallop alongside the outer wall. Then, she kicked her feet free of the stirrups and rose until she was standing in the saddle. Judging her moment, she leapt upwards.

      She landed on the roof in a graceful crouch. Un-slinging her bow, she was up and firing arrows into the gathering archers as she ran across the roof towards them. Spotting her, one of them barked an order and several turned to begin firing at Talyn. She lowered the bow and ignited her energy shield a mere second before the first arrows reached her.

      Undaunted, they drew swords and edged towards her as a disciplined group. Talyn drew her daggers and engaged the first man, forced to duck and weave at lightning speed to avoid their thrusts. She took one man down, but sustained a burning slash to her arm in doing so.

      Then, boots thudded on the roof beside her and Zamaril was there. He waded into the fight with his sword, all quick moves and skill, and together they killed the remaining soldiers.

      “Thanks,” Talyn told him, catching her breath.

      He scowled. “If you could wait for me to catch up next time, that would be great.”

      She flashed him a smile. “I was doing fine.”

      They moved to the edge of the roof to survey the compound. The attack seemed to be going well. They’d had the element of surprise, so that even though there were over a hundred soldiers resident in the camp, they hadn’t been able to gather into a sufficient force before the Venador cavalry was there to tear through them.

      Hundreds of slaves were already filling the training field, protected by her Wolves. The Berserkers fought on, though, undeterred by the superior number of their enemy. The Venador cavalry were fighting a bloody battle to try and contain them.

      “They’ll come after us,” Zamaril said.

      “Not if we kill them all.”

      He glanced at her.

      “There’s a time for mercy, Zamaril, but this isn’t it. We can’t afford soldiers escaping here to sound the alarm and come after us. Our force is too small. The stakes too high.”

      “I wasn’t arguing,” he murmured.

      Talyn shook her head. “We’re still going to be vulnerable. We’ll have to leave here on foot—there aren’t anywhere near enough horses stabled here for all the slaves. Even if none of the guards escape it will only be a day or so before the nearest village misses visits from off duty soldiers and raises the alarm.”

      “We’ll be back in the mountains by then, and with a surprise waiting for any pursuers,” he said, voice ringing with confidence.

      Talyn nodded. “Come on, let’s get down there.”

      She and Zamaril dropped down from the roof and re-mounted. They killed more soldiers from horseback as they rode to where the slaves were gathering.

      “It went well,” Saniya said gruffly as they rode up to her.

      Thudding hooves signaled the arrival of Kaeri. Mud and blood splattered her face and clothes but she looked unharmed. “We need to start them moving. My cavalry can ensure the soldiers here are taken care of before bringing up the rear.”

      “I’m going on ahead to make sure there aren’t any surprises waiting along our escape route,” Talyn said.

      Kaeri nodded acknowledgement of that and turned her horse to begin issuing orders to form up for departure.

      

      Talyn rode ahead of the slow-moving trail of escaped slaves for the rest of the morning and afternoon. This part of Montagn was only lightly inhabited, and the route Kaeri and Saniya had picked out stayed clear of main roads and villages.

      The rain kept up a light drizzle before fading as dusk fell. Satisfied that they weren’t going to accidentally stumble across a convoy of soldiers, Talyn rode back along the trail she’d left at a gallop.

      It was close to midnight when she rode into the camp the army had set up. The slaves were clustered together in a clearing, and several Wolves roamed the surrounding woods on watch. Those not on watch-duty were passing out water and food rations to the slaves.

      “Tal. I’ve got Aimsir scouts out in a ten-mile radius. We’ll know anything that’s coming at us well before it gets here.” Ariar fell into step with her.

      “Good.”

      “Anything?” Kaeri looked up as Talyn and Ariar approached.

      “All clear,” Talyn said, glancing around. “You’ve made good time.”

      “We’ll be much slower tomorrow,” she said. “The slaves were full of adrenalin and excitement today because of the escape, but they’re already tiring and we haven’t got a lot of food for them.”

      “It’s a three-day journey to where we want to go; I don’t think pursuit can catch up to us before that.” Talyn hoped she was right.

      Saniya joined them. “If they do, a group of us can ride back and harry them a little.”

      “My Aimsir can handle that if necessary,” Ariar said confidently.

      “Nobody should be treated like that.” Corrin gestured to where the slaves sat huddled, jaw tight, his glance flicking to the slave tattoo on Zamaril’s cheek. “It makes my stomach turn, the thought of these people being treated like sheep.”

      Kaeri glanced away. “It’s time for me to talk to them.”

      Talyn lingered in the shadows with Zamaril, Corrin, Ariar and Saniya while Kaeri went to stand amongst the slaves. She estimated over a thousand had escaped with them, though nobody had had time yet for a full head count. The murmur of conversation between those who had enough energy for it slowly died when they recognised who was walking amongst them.

      Eventually Kaeri came to a halt in the centre of the huddle. “I am Kaeri Venador, daughter of Shonin Venador. I claim the Montagni throne, and I ask for your help to support that claim.” She paused. Even now, it was hard for her to turn away from centuries of Montagni tradition. “In return I promise to end slavery in Montagn.”

      Whispers rustled through the night air, and not just from the slaves. Although Kaeri had made her position clear to her family and the cavalry that rode with them understood it, it still made them uneasy. Talyn wished Cuinn were here with his song magic to help smooth any lingering resentment.

      She hoped he’d received her message. That he trusted her enough to do as she’d urged him. Azrilan couldn’t focus on both countries at once—forcing him to split his attention would give them a significant advantage.

      “You have tonight to decide. Tomorrow morning, you can either march with us into the mountains and help me fight for the throne and the freedom of every other slave out there. Or you can leave and make your own way. The decision is yours, nobody here will try and force you to follow me.”

      With that, she turned and left them to think.

      

      Two days later, as the cavalry and approximately seven hundred slaves slowly wended their way higher into the more isolated terrain of the mountains, winged Wolf scouts reported a large squad of Montagni cavalry hot on their trail.

      Talyn reined FireFlare in beside the column of people and horses and stared up at the higher peaks rearing above. Rain had persisted since their escape but this morning had dawned with blue skies and sunlight.

      “They’ll be on us within a couple of full-turns,” Tirina warned.

      Talyn rode at a gallop down the column, Tirina swooping behind, until reaching Kaeri, Ariar, Saniya and her Wolf talons at the rear. Their expressions tightened as she passed on Tirina’s news.  “Let’s move all the Wolves back here as a buffer to protect the slaves,” Talyn said.

      “The cavalry pursuing us will struggle on these narrow paths and steep inclines,” Kaeri warned. “They are no Aimsir, nor are they House Venador.”

      “I’m aware.” Talyn slid her gaze to Ariar. “Time for you to ride, Horselord.”

      

      Just over a full-turn later, Talyn sat FireFlare at the rear of the marching column, on a flat plateau that provided a perfect view of the foothills. Behind, Kaeri’s force wound its way ever higher into the peaks. Below her, handpicked members of the Venador cavalry were using their superior knowledge of the mountain paths to lead the Aimsir at the pursuing Montagni to intercept them in a flanking maneuver.

      “Sitting this one out, Ciantar?” Zamaril struggled to hide the puzzlement in his voice.

      After exerting both herself and her magic in the attack on the camp only a handful of days ago, Jystar had stridently warned against participating in this one. She’d accepted his advice with reluctance, confident Ariar and his Aimsir could succeed without her. She glanced at Zamaril. Glanced away. “I’m pregnant.”

      At first there was only a faint coughing sound from Zamaril’s direction. When she gathered enough courage to look at him, it was to find the thief gaping at her, ears pink, eyes rounder than she’d ever seen them.

      “I don’t want to hear a word about it,” she snapped. “And you’re not to say anything to anyone.”

      “Jystar...” he managed.

      “Is keeping a close eye.”

      He nodded. Closed his mouth. Then laughed.

      She swore for the umpteenth time she was going to murder him. Then, her attention returned to the battle beginning to unfold below.

      The Montagni remained disciplined when they found themselves hit from both sides by whooping Aimsir. Those on the outside raised shields to help protect the group from arrows. They didn’t halt to fight, but instead urged their horses to a faster pace.

      Talyn shifted in the saddle, worried. But the Aimsir eventually broke through the outer shielding of the cavalry and then the fight dissolved into the chaos of a normal battle. The Venador cavalry closed in around them like a noose, keeping any from escaping.

      And then it was done.

      “This might actually work, Ciantar,” Zamaril murmured.

      Sari roused. “Azrilan won’t take this lying down.”

      “No, he won’t,” Talyn replied. “You’ve been gone a while.”

      “I’m always here when you need me.”

      “That’s true.” There was no sinking panic at Sari’s absences anymore. She’d finally grown to trust that her partner would always be there, one way or the other. “Azrilan will make his counter move soon. We just need to be ready for it.”
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      “Everything okay, Your Highness?” Lyra asked.

      “I’m just a little uneasy.” Something was prickling at his magic. It had been all night—ever since finally joining his army inside the bowels of the palace. At first he’d put it down to restless dreams, but dawn hadn’t brought any relief.

      “No wonder.” She smiled. “A hundred Wolves and thirty Falcons are crammed into the lower levels of the palace and could be stumbled across at any moment.”

      Cuinn chuckled. “When was the last time any of the winged folk came down this low?”

      Lyra’s smiled widened. “We’re more likely to get eaten by tawncats.”

      Those had stayed away so far as well—although venturing through the forest from the Vengeance compound to climb up into the citadel from below had made for a daunting journey. Cuinn wasn’t sure whether it was due to luck or Jasper’s presence, but whatever it was he was grateful for it.

      Two more days until Kingcouncil. It felt like too long.

      “Andres says almost everyone is organised.” Lyra seemed to read his thoughts again. “We have the Falcon names and their likely locations.”

      “Your Highness?” Ehdra stuck his head in the doorway. “Lord Nightdrift is here.”

      Cuinn frowned. “Show him in. Is the Falcon around?”

      “He’s out checking on our watch posts. Shall I fetch him?”

      “No, leave us to it. Thank you.”

      Ehdra saluted, standing back to let Nightdrift enter the room before leaving it and closing the door behind him.

      The man looked much older since the death of his son, with grey threading his black hair and some of the shine gone from his scarlet wings. He still held a sour expression, but he’d done everything Cuinn had asked of him so far. Or at least he’d said he had.

      “I thought we’d agreed you wouldn’t come down here,” Cuinn said, frowning. “Theac could have brought back any urgent information you had.”

      “I haven’t seen him,” Nightdrift said. Tension filled his stance.

      Cuinn stopped the cold fingers of fear before they paralyzed him completely. “What do you mean?”

      “I haven’t seen any of your Wolves in days.” Nightdrift’s gaze narrowed. “You sent him to me recently?”

      Cuinn shared a glance with Lyra, who’d paled. “Last night. I’m sure he just got stuck getting back here unseen in daylight hours.” He spoke the words to reassure Nightdrift, whose fear was threatening to spill over. “I take it you have something important for us?”

      “Swiftwing received a message in the middle of a dinner he was hosting last night. He and Irial went out, didn’t come back. I haven’t seen them all morning.”

      “Do you normally see Tarich that frequently?” The heads of the Nightdrift and Swiftwing families had never gotten along well.

      “It’s odd, that’s all.” Nightdrift’s jaw was clenched.

      Nightdrift was a song mage. If Tarich’s unaccountable absence had brought him all the way down here, risking his life, it wasn’t for no reason.

      Cuinn didn’t let any of his unease show. “Tirin Goldfeather is still safe?”

      “Yes.” A jerky nod. “I saw him before coming down here.”

      “Two days, Nightdrift. We move as planned during Kingcouncil. Everything will be fine until then.”

      Nightdrift nodded, glanced around. “Are you sure you’re strong enough?”

      No. “Absolutely.”

      “I’ll see you there, Prince Cuinn.”

      “You remember my instructions?” Cuinn wanted to make sure.

      “No violence unless strictly necessary.” Nightdrift barked a laugh. “You don’t have to worry on that score. None of the lords with us want to risk their feathers.”

      Cuinn wanted it to be bloodless. If he walked into the council meeting and convinced the lords to stand down, he hoped to subdue the WingGuard without a fight. Then it would just be a matter of Talyn winning in Montagn and bringing Mithanis back for a vote on the crown.

      But he needed to wait. For the Wolves to be in position to surround the council chamber, for his old Shadowhawk network and Vengeance to be ready to either fight or stand down.

      Even then, he had to prepare himself for the fact it would come to violence. His Wolves might have to kill. They might die.

      And he would have to be strong enough to bear it.

      Once the door closed behind Nightdrift, Cuinn forced himself to wait long enough for the man to get well away. The door had barely shut when Jasper rose from the corner where he’d been sleeping and began to pace.

      Cuinn’s patience snapped. He hauled the door open, looking at the nearest Wolf. “Dorsan, where is Talon Parksin?”

      “I’m not sure, Your Highness.”

      “Find him. Now.”

      

      Cuinn, watching the morning turn into afternoon and then evening out the window, turned to study the pacing tawncat. “What is it, Jasper?”

      Jasper flicked green eyes in his direction and let out a little hiss. Cuinn stilled.

      Something was worrying his friend.

      Clouds scudded across the sky from the west, bringing nightfall early. They were firmly in the middle of monsoon season, but the rain had died off since early morning. Maybe more rainfall was coming and that’s what was bothering Jasper.

      But he was uneasy too. And Nightdrift had come all the way down, risking his neck to do so.

      A knock came at the door and Dorsan poked his head in. He looked worried.

      “You can’t find him?”

      “Nobody’s seen him since he left to meet Nightdrift last night.”

      Fear took a stranglehold on Cuinn’s chest. Lyra moved across the room to talk to Dorsan; she was using her song magic to try and calm them both. “Dorsan, send someone to let Andres and Len know Talon Parksin might be missing. Ask them to keep a lookout for him.”

      Dorsan saluted and left.

      “I’m going to look for him,” Cuinn said, striding for the door.

      “You can’t.” Lyra looked horrified at the thought. “The hounds—”

      “Stop me.” Cuinn slammed the door behind him.

      

      That night, for the first time in a long time, Cuinn donned the mask of the Shadowhawk. A long shapeless cloak swung around his quick strides, though he needed far less glamour now he no longer needed to hide the bulge of his wings. For anyone looking, his features wore their scruffy human visage, and shadows dogged his footsteps. He kept the mask in his pocket, just in case, part of him craving the feel of it sliding up over his mouth and nose.

      Despite his panic and fear, he took his usual circuitous route through the Poor Quarter, then over the Rush and into the Market Quarter to ensure nobody was following or paying undue attention to him.

      The city felt different than he remembered. The air of unease, of danger, that had always permeated the deepest reaches of the Poor Quarter had spread further, into the other quarters. Fewer people walked the streets at this time of night, and more Patrolmen were obvious, standing on street corners or patrolling in pairs.

      His steps slowed as he approached his destination. He leaned against the corner of the alley wall, drawing the shadows close around him to carefully erase himself from sight.

      Then he watched.

      A few people passed, a man drawing a cart. Two Patrolmen who didn’t even look his way.

      After a quarter-turn, he was satisfied he hadn’t been followed, and that nobody was watching the alley from outside.

      Which meant if a trap had been laid, it was waiting for him inside. But they would never expect him to come alone like this—if they were even expecting him at all. He might be completely wrong in his wild guess.

      Gripping firmly to the shadows, he edged around the brick wall and into the alley. He used every inch of song magic he possessed to scan the area for emotions of any kind. He sensed nothing at all.

      Painfully slowly, remaining wrapped in darkness, he slid along the wall, feeling his way with his palms, magic poised and ready. When he reached the loose brick—the space behind it where he and Navis had always left messages for each other—he cautiously pulled it out.

      A tiny scroll of parchment sat inside.

      Cuinn’s heart thudded. If there was an ambush, now it would be sprung.

      But nothing jumped out of the shadows at him. Heart still racing, skin slick with sweat, he pushed the brick back in and just as slowly edged his way out of the alley.

      Once he was several blocks away and confident he hadn’t been followed, he stopped and unrolled the parchment, using the light of a nearby street lamp to read it.

      Our hounds have your Wolf. Give yourself up at the palace, by sunset tomorrow, or we kill him.

      You don’t come, we capture and kill another of your beloved Wolves.

      I would hurry if I were you. The sooner you come, the less damaged your Wolf will be.

      He crumpled the paper in his palm and gasped out a breath. Fear and panic were so strong he had to lean against the wall for a moment simply to hold himself together. Hatred churned with the fear in his stomach… for his brother. For Tarcos’s hounds.

      It took a long time for him to pull himself together, to be able to focus enough to hold his glamour and walk steadily. Once he could he started making his way back.

      To deliver the worst news they could possibly have received.

      

      A horrified silence filled the room as Windsong and his talons read the note. The Falcon looked grim. Andres and Lyra had tears sheening their eyes and held themselves so rigidly it was as though they were literally trying to hold themselves together. Jasper paced relentlessly, tail lashing from side to side.

      “Kingcouncil is the day after tomorrow,” Cuinn said, managing somehow to speak.

      “If you give yourself up, they’ll never let you get near Kingcouncil,” Andres said carefully. “They’ll kill you.”

      “Not if we get Talon Parksin out before then,” Lyra said. “We’ve got two hundred Wolves here.”

      “We don’t have any idea where he’s being held,” Windsong said carefully. “And Azrilan’s hounds have him. That many Shadows, Armun and Berserkers… that’s a deadly force to try and get past given we can expect Falcons will be guarding him too.”

      Fury flared on Lyra’s face. “We can’t just leave him to be killed.”

      “We don’t have a choice.” Andres looked sick. “The Falcon is right.”

      Cuinn lifted a trembling hand to run through his hair. “I’ll have to give myself up. Azrilan couldn’t kill me before. Maybe he won’t now.”

      “Azrilan’s not here. It’s Swiftwing running the show.” Lyra’s shoulders sagged.

      “Think about what Talon Parksin would want. He’s your bodyguard, Prince Cuinn, he would never want you to give yourself up to save him,” Windsong said. He held Cuinn’s stare, firm and unremorseful, but the hint of song magic he added to his voice was full of empathy.

      “What about their threat to take another Wolf if I don’t show up?” Cuinn rasped.

      “We’ll keep them all locked down in here until it’s time to move. No foraging, nothing. We can keep them safe,” Windsong said.

      Cuinn stood abruptly, his chair going flying with the force of his movement. Misery churned in his stomach. “I can’t. I can’t do it. I’m not the man that can let someone else die for him.”

      With a single sweep of his wings, Windsong stood in front of Cuinn, his hands reaching out to grip Cuinn’s shoulders. “You are the man who has always put the people of Mithranar first. You are the man who has always sought to protect those people, no matter what obstacles were placed in your way. You are a king, Cuinn.”

      His shoulders crumpled and he almost burst into tears right there. He wished Talyn were with him. He needed her quiet strength more than anything. He loved Theac, with all his heart he loved that man. So did she. Even the thought of the look on her face, her grief, if Theac died… “I don’t think I’m strong enough, Anrun.”

      “Then Azrilan wins,” Windsong said quietly.

      Andres cleared his throat into the silence. “I’ll go and search for him. If we can find out where he is before sunset tomorrow, then maybe we can get him out.”

      “If you go out alone, you’ll be a target too, Talon,” Windsong said quietly.

      Andres’ dark gaze shifted to meet Cuinn’s. “I would do anything for Theac, for the chance at finding him. But if they catch me, then you let me go, you let them have me. Is that clear, Your Highness? This is my choice and I make it willingly.”

      “Thank you, Andres.” Cuinn cleared his throat, his heart feeling like it was rending into a thousand pieces. “Go.”
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      Talyn strode up to the tiny campfire outside her tent, Zamaril a shadow at her shoulder as always, and dropped wearily onto the log that had been placed there to use as a seat.

      As always when she had a moment to herself, her thoughts turned to Cuinn. A month he’d been back in Mithranar, hopefully moving the Wolves and their other supporters into place.

      “You need to eat.” Zamaril shoved a hunk of bread roll and bowl of steaming stew into her hands.

      She took the offering without complaint and ate hungrily. Being pregnant seemed to have doubled her appetite, and she gave her belly a wary glance. At some point she was going to have to stop riding and fighting.

      Not yet. That was a few more months away.

      The sound of an eagle shrieking had everyone in the vicinity leaping to their feet. Talyn scanned the darkening skies, taking a few moments to spot the roving specks high in the sky. Shortly after that one of them spotted their camp and quickly spiraled lower. The other eagles fell in behind.

      She ran, Zamaril only a step behind, to where the four eagles had found open space to land on the eastern edge of their haphazard camp. The lead rider was already jumping down from his eagle’s back, and Talyn ran straight at him.

      “Soar!” She collided with him, throwing her arms around his neck.

      The big man caught her easily, crushing her tight. “Talyn!”

      She matched his wide smile. “You’re well! Everyone else? The invasion fleet?’ Sadness flickered over his face, and her breath caught, heart plummeting. “We didn’t—”

      “No.” He waved away her fear. “The fleet is no more, and in fact in the end, we had to do very little.”

      Her gaze roved his face, reading the sadness still there. “What happened?”

      “Rados felt it was not the Twin Thrones’ responsibility to lose lives defending against a fleet protected by his nievers,” Soar said heavily. “He sent word to the Callanan in Acleu. The Firthlander ships carrying the nievers to protect the Montagni war fleet were anchored in the Acleu port with the fleet readying for departure. The Callanan managed to get out to one of the Firthlander ships and show Rados’s orders to the captain.”

      She frowned. “What were his orders?”

      Soar took a steadying breath. “To attack and destroy the fleet. The legion of niever-flyers attacked without warning… they destroyed it, but their ships were destroyed in the fight and the nievers had nowhere to retreat to.”

      Talyn looked away, swallowing. “They were killed.”

      Soar rubbed a hand over his face. “Honourable and dutiful to their bones, Firthlanders. They saved the lives of our warriors in honouring our new alliance and taking out that fleet.”

      Tears pricked at her eyes. Tarcos had been a manipulative, power hungry monster. His people hadn’t deserved to die for it. But they had.

      She took his arm, blinking away the tears. “Come through, get some rest and something to eat.”

      “Things are on track here?” Soar asked as they walked.

      “We attacked our second slave camp six days ago, and added just over seven hundred fighters to our army in doing so,” she said. “Is Aeris well?”

      “He’s safely back in Port Lachley, throwing himself into tackling the fallout from the war.” Soar smiled again.

      She relaxed a little. “And you brought legions too?”

      “Not as many as I’d hoped,” Soar warned. “The fighting has been nasty and long. I’ve got a lot of wounded and tired—birds and riders both. But a hundred of the healthiest and freshest are moored just south of Montagn, out of the shipping channels in the hopes they won’t notice us. McTavish got fresh Aimsir ashore with the help of your people in Acleu and they’re already heading through the mountains to join up with those you have here. We’ve been out scouting for a place to set camp.”

      “Cousin!” Ariar came striding over, blue eyes alight. “You brought me more Aimsir?”

      “I certainly did.” Soar chuckled, and they hugged briefly. “Where’s Cuinn?”

      “Back in Mithranar,” she said briskly. “Preparing things on his end. One way or another, this is all going to be over soon.”

      

      They’d barely reached the command tent when running feet sounded outside and Kaeri and Saniya burst in.

      “Good, you’re here,” Kaeri said briskly. Talyn wasn’t sure whether that was directed at her or Soar. “We have a problem.”

      Talyn glanced between them—Saniya looked worried. Her cousin never looked worried. “What is it?”

      “Azrilan isn’t in Arataire.”

      “Where is he?” she asked quietly.

      “Mithranar.” Saniya spoke tightly. “It appears he’s been gone for at least a week. Our informants didn’t learn of it until this morning. He deliberately hid his departure.”

      Soar frowned. “Why would he do that unless…”

      “The prince of games has a trick planned,” Talyn murmured, beginning to pace. “He’s worked out what we’re doing.”

      “Even if he has, how could going to Mithranar help him?” Kaeri asked with a frown.

      “You continue to underestimate how devious he is!” Mithanis burst into the tent suddenly, face as usual dark with anger. “Azrilan is making a play. He thinks if he sneaks up on Cuinn in Mithranar, he can neutralise that threat first—turn the coup you’re planning around on you. Then he can turn his full attention to holding Montagn.”

      Talyn went cold. “Shit, why didn’t I think of that?”

      “Because you think you’re the smartest tactician in this war, and you’re not,” Mithanis said flatly. “Azrilan has met you step for step every way, Talyn Dynan.”

      “At least he didn’t successfully manipulate her for decades,” Zamaril burst out furiously.

      “There’s more!” Saniya shouted over the outbreak of angry voices. “He didn’t go alone. He took Berserkers with him—two hundred of them. If you add those to the thousand-strong WingGuard, he’s got a force that dwarfs your Wolves and rebels.”

      “Azrilan is smart. He wouldn’t have moved unless he’d learned where our rebel force is and what they were planning,” Talyn said, glancing at Mithanis. He nodded tightly.

      Shit.

      “He’ll have to move fast.” Soar spoke into the heavy silence that followed. “You tell me he’s no fool, but if he leaves Montagn for too long while you’re all roaming around freeing slaves, he is a fool.”

      “I agree.” Mithanis spoke. “It will be a clean strike, aimed to wipe out the Wolves, Cuinn and any of his supporters left in Mithranar. He might have moved against them already.”

      Talyn froze. “I’m going back, tonight. Soar, you’ll take me. We’ll bring the SkyRiders with us.”

      “You can’t just leave,” Kaeri protested. “That’s what he wants. You’ll be walking into a trap and letting the effort here fall apart.”

      “No.” Talyn shook her head. “What he’s done is clever and unexpected, but it’s also a big gamble. We have to beat the prince of games at his own game. We’re going to double down.”

      “How?”

      “You are going to abandon the mountains and ride for Arataire tonight. Take the Aimsir, your Venador soldiers and the slaves willing to fight with you. Hit any slave camp on the way and bring them with you too. If you move hard and fast you can be there in three or four days. Initiate a spill and take Arataire before they know what’s coming. That way, even if Azrilan succeeds in Mithranar, he’ll come back to find his capital taken out from underneath him.”

      “Taking the capital doesn’t give us the country,” Kaeri argued.

      “No, but it gives you a defensible stronghold and a powerful symbolic victory that the other Houses will be swayed by.” Saniya looked at Kaeri. “And it’s exactly what Azrilan did, right? So the other Houses can’t claim to have a problem with it.”

      “Not only that, but you’ll have almost five thousand slaves living free and passing the word to other slaves throughout the country of what will happen if they support you on the throne,” Talyn added.

      Kaeri turned to Mithanis. “Time to hold to your word.”

      “No.” He shook his head, for once not sounding angry or unreasonable, just firm. “Time for you to hold to yours. If Cuinn is making a move for the Mithranan throne, then I’m going with you, Dynan. You promised.”

      Talyn hesitated. Took a breath. Wanted to refuse. She could… she could hold him here, a prisoner, keep him out of the fight. It’s what she should do, what she would do if it were up to her.

      But it wasn’t what Cuinn would want.

      “You come with me, then once the throne is sorted, no matter which way it goes, you come straight back to Arataire to stand by Kaeri. You hold to your word.”

      He held his hand out, astonishing her. “I swear it.”

      She didn’t take it. Couldn’t. Not after everything that had happened. Instead she turned to Kaeri. “Start the spill. If all goes as we hope in Mithranar, Azrilan won’t be returning to challenge you.”

      “Good. Because it will be difficult enough to win even without him here.”

      “I’ll leave all my Wolves with you under Liadin’s command, as well as Leviana and Cynia.” She winced inwardly at the thought of that argument. “They’re the best bodyguards you could hope for and their sole job will be keeping you safe.” This would all be lost if Kaeri died; she trusted nobody else to rule Montagn. “The Aimsir will stay too with Ariar—if you don’t mind?”

      “Happy to do my part, Cousin.” Ariar flashed her a smile.

      “Zamaril, Corrin, Jystar, you’ll come with me.” Talyn wanted those she trusted most at her back. And Cuinn’s. Relief crossed their faces, and she realised the three men had been prepared to fight her on staying behind.

      Kaeri turned to stride from the tent, paused to glance back at Soar. “You brought your forces to bolster mine. I won’t forget it, Lord Dumnorix.”

      He bowed his head. “King Aeris asked me to remind you that he intends to honour his promise to provide whatever support Montagn needs to transition to a country not based on slave labour.”

      She gave a grim smile. “One step at a time. We march for Arataire and start the spill.”
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      Cuinn sat, his back against the wall, knees drawn up against his chest, staring sightlessly at the opposite wall as the sun slowly set behind the trees of the forest outside the window.

      A small knock came at the door.

      “Come in,” he rasped.

      It was Andres. His face was drawn, eyes dark. He gave a little shake of his head. Tears filled Cuinn’s eyes and he had to look away.

      “I’m so sorry, Prince Cuinn.”

      “It’s not your fault, Andres.” It was his. He’d started this whole thing. Talyn had warned him there would be violence and death, but this… he wasn’t sure he could survive it.

      Andres hesitated. “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to sit here and stare at the wall until the sun sets over the horizon. And I’m going to spend every single second of that time fighting bitterly to stop myself walking up to the palace and handing myself in.”

      The Wolf said nothing to that, but a moment later, he slid down the wall on Cuinn’s left, crossing his legs, their arms just touching. Jasper finally stopped his pacing and came to curl up on Cuinn’s other side. The soft snort he let out was confused. He could clearly see how distressed Cuinn was but didn’t know what to do about it.

      As the light through the window slowly faded, Cuinn’s stomach and chest grew tighter and tighter, into a knot so tense he could barely suck breath in.

      Silent tears streamed down his face.

      And he willingly let another man die for him.

      

      He wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but the room had grown fully dark when the distant sounds of running feet roused him. At the same moment Jasper uncurled and leapt to his feet, snarling.

      Beside Cuinn, Andres shook himself and scrubbed at his damp face. “That doesn’t sound right.”

      Cuinn hauled himself to his feet and strode to the doorway, hauling it open. Jasper took the opportunity to weave between his legs and shoot out into the hallway beyond. He looked back at Cuinn as if to say, ‘aren’t you coming?’

      Lyra, outside the door, turned to him. Her eyes were suspiciously red too, but he also picked up the unease in her song magic. He frowned. “What is it?”

      “Something is off. I—”

      Running feet cut him off, followed by the distant sounds of shouting. Cuinn started running, Lyra and Andres following suit.

      They hadn’t made it very far before running into Ehdra and Windsong. They were carrying a bleeding and pale Nightdrift between them. The older winged man sagged in their hold and was losing a frightening amount of blood from a wound in his chest. Fear and pain were bleeding out of him and both Cuinn and Lyra staggered backwards from the force of it.

      “Nirina?” Andres snapped, asking for their best healer after Jystar.

      “Dorsan went for her. Ehdra was on guard up on the higher level and saw him staggering towards the entry. Nightdrift managed a few words while he was more alert. I’ve sent Kiran to do a quick sweep of the area and confirm his news…” Windsong trailed off, face grim. “Azrilan is here, Your Highness. Falcons and Berserkers are sweeping through the citadel and Dock City. They’re killing anyone they believe is linked to us.”

      “He… knows.” Nightdrift gasped. His eyes rolled and he groaned in pain. “He has… Berserkers. Too many. The lords will never risk his wrath to join you now.”

      His heart plummeted. He’d sacrificed Theac only to be beaten anyway. There was no way to avoid a fight now. Everything in him just wanted to sink down in that hallway and cry like a baby.

      It was over.

      Windsong looked at Andres. “Go, rouse and arm the Wolves!”

      “And send them where? There are just two hundred of us, who do we focus on first?” Andres straightened.

      Windsong looked at Cuinn, waiting for orders. He stared back, momentarily frozen by grief and shock. They needed Talyn here. She would know exactly what to do. Anxiety and fear and heartbreak threatened to crush him under their weight.

      You are the man who always puts Mithranar first, no matter what.

      He grabbed onto those words, flailed around until he found that determination that had always been there inside him. He gripped both with white-knuckled fists and used them to shove away the grief and fear and force himself to focus.

      He’d gone to Mothduriem, become a fighter, learned to be strong, and he’d done it all for exactly this moment. When his brother once again threatened to crush him under the weight of despair… so that this time he could rise above that and fight back.

      Violence it would have to be.

      “Andres—send a small group into Dock City to rally the Shadowhawk network and Saniya’s people. They’re to fight and kill any Berserker they see. Windsong, you rally the rest to go and protect our allies. Goldfeather and Nightdrift’s family first, then the families they named as likely to side with me.” He had to assume Azrilan’s Shadows or Armun had figured out who they were—they might already be dead. He took another steadying breath to fight off the urge to sink into despair. “Go!”

      Andres and Windsong ran.

      Nirini appeared then, almost bowled over by Windsong as he leapt into flight. Cuinn knelt before Nightdrift. The man’s face was slack and his gaze was glassy, barely conscious. The strength of his emotion had faded, a bad sign.

      “Nightdrift. Where is Azrilan?” he asked.

      “Don’t… know.” Nightdrift gasped.

      “Was he the one who did this to you? How much does he know?”

      Nightdrift shuddered. “He… dinner Irial organised. Tried to escape… to warn you… got me…”

      “Goldfeather?”

      “Wasn’t… there. I…” Nightdrift’s eyes rolled back in his head. The blood seeping into the floor was making a spreading puddle despite Nirini’s work.

      “I’ve got him!” Nirini said as Nightdrift passed out completely this time, almost dropping to the floor. Her gaze turned to Lyra. “Stay with Prince Cuinn. I’ll do what I can for Nightdrift.”

      “We have to keep you bunkered down here, Your Highness,” Lyra said immediately. “Hopefully they won’t find us and—”

      “They’re coming!” Kiran yelled down the corridor. “Heading down from the top levels.”

      Shit. Azrilan knew too much. This had been planned carefully. Of course his brother had planned for Cuinn not giving himself up.

      “Go and tell Windsong and Andres they’ll need to take the lower levels out,” Cuinn shouted. “Be out of here before the Falcons get this far. Go!”

      Cuinn rose to his feet and ran toward Jasper. The tawncat waited for him at the opposite end of the corridor. His breath rasped in his chest and his heart was beating too hard. The fear was threatening to get the best of him. He didn’t know how they were going to get out of this, dispersed and fighting through Dock City and the citadel against superior numbers.

      He couldn’t leave those loyal to him unprotected. Couldn’t leave them to be slaughtered. But his Wolves would be slaughtered helping them.

      He wanted to scream.

      They’d planned so carefully. Prepared. And it had all gone to hell. And Theac… a sob crawled up his chest, desperate to escape. His hands curled into fists at his sides as he fought the emotions down.

      Lyra followed him as he took a series of stairways and walkways through the bowels of the citadel—one of his old Shadowhawk routes. The one he’d used to get in and out of Dock City undetected.

      A beat of wings above had them both reaching for weapons, but it was just Windsong, landing a pace behind. “Your orders are passed,” he said before Cuinn could protest. “And my talons know their jobs. I’m your Falcon. I’m not leaving your side, Prince Cuinn.”

      “Fine.” He didn’t have time to argue. He had to see what was going on for himself. Maybe then he could work out what to do.

      If only Talyn were with him.

      Eventually, sweat slicking his skin, muscles burning, he sprinted up a wide marble stairway and onto the top of the wall. He wasn’t far from the wall walk; in fact he was standing almost at the mid-way point to Dock City, the waterfall pounding down into the Rush a good distance to his left.

      Either side of him, Lyra and Windsong lifted into the air, ready to protect him if he were attacked.

      The air was completely still, thick with the humidity of approaching rain. Not a whisper of a breeze. Nothing to impede the sound of the battle raging in Dock City below.

      Falcons swept through the streets of the Poor and Dock Quarters, clearly searching for Shadowhawk or Vengeance safehouses. They burned as they went, pockets of them battling against residents, probably mostly ex-Vengeance network members. In that quick, frantic glance, it looked like City Patrolmen were fighting on both sides.

      His chest heaved. Fear, pain, anger, hate, it all swirled up from the city, fed by the fighting.

      And in the citadel too.

      Howls broke out as the Wolves emerged from their hiding places, some out of the tunnel and into the streets of Dock City, others spreading through the citadel as they headed for the homes of the lords allied to Cuinn. The clang of steel ripped through the rapidly darkening sky, along with shouts of fear and pain.

      It made him sick, watching Falcons and humans fighting each other, killing each other. They were all Mithranan. Countrymen. His.

      And the Berserkers. He could see them now too. They cut down any resistance the humans put up with ruthless ease, too big and strong and manic once the battle rage was upon them.

      It had to end.

      All the pain. All the violence. All the hate. Azrilan had brought it with him, had nurtured it his entire life, had used Mithanis to grow it amongst the palace and the entire winged folk society. Had been allowed to do so by their mother and a weak Queencouncil.

      Cuinn hadn’t sacrificed Theac’s life for this. For more hatred and bloodshed and violence. Talyn said it was necessary in war, and maybe it was, but he couldn’t fight a war this way. It wasn’t him. As strong as he’d gotten, as much as he’d hardened and steeled himself to be capable of this… he wouldn’t do it.

      He had to stop it. And he couldn’t do that by using more violence and more hate.

      Which left only one option open to him. His song.

      At first it was just a humming under his breath. He slowly gathered his magic, blocking out the dark emotions hammering at him. Then he steadied his breathing… in and out.

      In and out.

      His focus sharpened. He gathered more and more of his magic.

      He allowed himself to think of Theac. Of the man’s scowl. His strength. His steady, unflagging loyalty. Of his love for him. He allowed that love and that grit and that fierce protectiveness to fill him.

      Another breath and he dug deeper, finding everything there that he needed to power his magic. The need to help that had spurred the Shadowhawk on, the shame that he hadn’t been able to do more, the hope that Talyn had brought with her to Mithranar, the strength she’d taught him.

      He tipped his head back and let his magic loose on the world.

      He sang for Theac Parksin.

      He wasn’t sure what he was singing, couldn’t have repeated the melody if someone asked him. But he threw his song out there. Jasper pressed against his leg, a solid weight, anchoring him to the ground as the magic roped through him.

      His voice rose, grew stronger, louder, spread out into the sky and the air and the people around him. The wordless song turned into words.

      Long ago in the dusk we came,

      Mithranar through the cold and rain

      And then another voice joined his, rich and deep and thrumming with magic. Cuinn glanced to the side where Windsong stood, head back, wings outstretched. He hadn’t realised the man had such power.

      A third voice weaved into the song, softer, more melodic, not quite as strong but used with obvious skill.

      Lyra Songdrift.

      As one, dear heart, as one.

      We fly as one.

      It hit those closest first, a group fighting on the street immediately below where they stood. When Cuinn’s music reached them, clear through the still air, the fighting slowed.

      A Falcon blinked. Lowered his sword and shook his head as if in puzzlement. His opponent didn’t take advantage of the distraction. And then they stepped away, swords dropping. Cuinn let them go and moved on, eyes closed now as he buried himself in magic, finding the next battle, washing them in hope and light and the reluctance to fight.

      A better world.

      A better Mithranar.

      Battle by battle, the fighting began to ease. Falcons and humans put down their swords.

      And then a thunderclap sounded.

      Cuinn reeled backwards as opposing magic slammed into him, cutting off his focus and making his voice falter. He took a rasping breath, opened his eyes.

      Azrilan had come.
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      It was almost nightfall by the time the SkyRiders came in over the west of the citadel. Dark rain clouds had followed them in, cutting off the light as they flew and turning afternoon into dusk.

      They were all tired, having flown directly from eastern Montagn without stopping to rest, but there’d been no time. Azrilan might already have attacked. Talyn rode with Soar on Hunter, while Mithanis, Corrin and Zamaril rode with other members of his legion close behind.

      “We’ll do a high level runover first,” Soar spoke into her ear. “If all looks calm, we’ll drop you at the compound they’ve been hiding in, then head north for the SkyReach to bunker down until we get word we’re needed.”

      Talyn nodded.

      The eagles came in low and fast to reduce the chance of being seen by any winged folk out on the evening thermals—not that there were any. The air was thick and still, not a single hint of a breeze. Even up in the air Talyn sweated.

      Soar used the cover of the mountains behind Dock City to hide their approach. He leaned back, made a sharp hand gesture to the legions circling behind them. They broke off into groups, all but one soaring higher to allow Soar to scout first. Moments later Hunter soared through a narrow gap between two mountains and out over the citadel.

      Talyn swore.

      “Berserkers!” Soar pointed.

      They were battling a large group of Wolves who looked like they were trying to get into one of the residential areas of the citadel. More fighting filled the walkways and the air around the palace.

      And then the wall passed beneath them and she could see flames. Several fires lit up the Dock Quarter, and the light turned the evening orange. Smoke sat thick in the still air. More Falcons, Patrolmen, and citizens formed knots of fighting in the streets. Berserkers too.

      Once they’d had a good look, Soar turned them sharply upwards and they flew above the smoke. Nobody seemed to have noticed the quick circling of an eagle high above them, which was no wonder given what was unfolding below. Talyn felt sick to her stomach.

      Azrilan had beaten them there. And he’d turned her home into a battleground.

      Where was Cuinn?

      “We’ll split the legions,” Soar suggested. “Half to support your Wolves in the citadel and the other to provide cover down in Dock City. Maybe we can stem the bleeding.”

      Talyn banished her fear and thought quickly. “I can’t think of anything better, but it’s going to be almost impossible for your SkyRiders to pick out friend from foe down in Dock City.”

      Not to mention the thought of mowing down Falcons made her ill. They might be loyal to the wrong prince but that didn’t mean they should be cut out of the sky by a foreign army.

      “They’re killing humans,” Sari reminded her.

      “They’re just following orders.”

      “Those Berserkers are easy enough to spot. We’ll just go for the big angry men wielding massive swords,” Soar said. “We might be able to do something about those fires too—any thoughts on where we could pick up containers to carry water in?”

      “I wouldn’t risk your riders getting too close to the ground, not until the fighting is better contained.”

      It didn’t take long for the Sky Chieftain to summon the legion and give them their orders. “Don’t shoot unless you’re certain they’re the enemy. Focus on helping innocent lives if you can.” He roared into the still air, hand signals repeating his orders.

      Talyn turned to him. “We have to find Cuinn.”

      She was terrified for him. Absolutely sick with worry.

      The legions cried out their affirmation, eagles adding their own challenges to the mix. Talyn settled back against Soar as his hands tightened on the harness, and then he was urging Hunter into a steep dive.

      The closer they got to the fighting, the worse it looked. More Falcons were arriving in Dock City, and the Berserkers were mowing down anyone trying to attack them.

      The SkyRiders dropped out of the sky, drawing bows and arrows as they plummeted. The eagles banked then, moving from a steep dive into a smooth glide that would allow their riders a better and more steady shot.

      And then Talyn heard the music. A snatch of it on the still air.

      It came from somewhere along the wall.

      Cuinn’s voice. Unmistakably Cuinn’s voice. She craned her neck, listening as the music grew stronger. His magic filled the song, more potent than she’d ever felt it. And she knew at once what he was trying to do.

      “Hold fire!” Talyn turned, screaming the order at the eagles closest behind them. “Hold!”

      Soar didn’t dispute her order. He lifted a hand, made a sharp gesture, and one by one the legion broke off the attack, swooping up into the sky. “What is it, Talyn?”

      “He’s trying to stop the fighting.” Talyn scanned the top of the wall—it was almost completely dark now, and hard to make out individual figures. So she closed her eyes and focused on the sound of Cuinn’s voice, allowing his magic to draw her to him.

      Her eyes snapped open when she found him. Windsong and Lyra hovered in the air above him, and they were singing too. Jasper stood at Cuinn’s side, tail waving. But even as she watched, the magic cut off suddenly, and a dark-winged figure dropped out of the sky before Cuinn.

      “Get me down there!” she bellowed at Soar.

      He turned his eagle instantly, bringing Hunter to a graceful landing on top of the wall. Talyn tore the harness off before the eagle was down, jumping off and sprinting along the wall behind where Cuinn stood.

      As she ran, she summoned her own magic.

      Sapphire light flashed into existence around Cuinn, a bright beacon that highlighted him to the world as well as protecting him. Funneling more power into the shield, she pushed it outwards into the space between Cuinn and Azrilan, forcing the prince of games and his guards to take several steps backwards.

      Cuinn glanced back, and instead of relief on his face at the sight of her, all she saw was terrible guilt and grief. “Talyn, his hounds have Theac.”

      She stumbled to a halt, her heart dropping into her stomach so fast the breath escaped her in a shocked gasp. Her hold on the shield wavered. “Where?”

      “I don’t know. They were going to kill him at sunset if I didn’t give myself up.”

      And he hadn’t. The torturous pain of his decision was stark in his voice and on his face. Tears welled in Talyn’s eyes. She couldn’t bear the thought of … not Theac. Her hands curled into fists so hard her nails drew blood.

      Beyond them, Azrilan was snarling something at his Berserker guards, but there wasn’t much they could do to get past her shield.

      Cuinn’s face crumpled at her reaction. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      “You made the right decision.” She stepped towards him, opening to his song magic so he could read her sincerity.

      But she wasn’t a king or a queen. She was a warrior. She didn’t have to make the same decision. She didn’t have to abandon one of her dearest and most trusted comrades.

      She glanced sideways, where she knew Zamaril would be standing, then further behind to Corrin. “Zamaril and I will find Theac. Corrin, you go down and take control of our forces in Dock City.”

      “What about Prince Cuinn?” Corrin asked.

      “This is my battle to fight,” Cuinn responded before she could, glancing back through the shield towards Azrilan, who lifted a fist and sent his warrior magic flying at Talyn’s shield. She winced at the impact, her shield shuddering, barely holding.

      Talyn reached out to Cuinn, squeezed his hand. “Sing. I’ll find Theac.”

      “He’s not…” Cuinn’s breathing hitched. “You know he’s gone.”

      She bit her lip. “Yes. But I’m going to bring him home anyway.”

      A sad smile briefly crossed his face. “I’ll see you later.”

      She searched his emerald gaze, pressed her forehead into his chest for a brief moment, then stepped away. He swallowed, straightened his shoulders, then he closed his eyes and began to sing again. Windsong and Lyra’s voices quickly joined him.

      Energy rapidly draining, Talyn let go of the sapphire shield. Azrilan’s protective guard instantly moved towards Cuinn, the prince of games lifted his hand, and she faltered. If anything happened to Cuinn…

      No. She had to trust him. Like he trusted her.

      “I’ll watch our cousin,” Soar said, moving closer. “Go, do you what you need to do, Talyn.”

      “Thank you.” She took a deep breath and turned to Zamaril. “Where do you think he is?” she asked.

      “No idea. But I’m going to ask the first Falcon we find.” Zamaril’s expression was flat and hard. “And I’m not going to ask nicely.”
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      With Talyn’s shield gone, Cuinn tried to focus on his magic and watching Azrilan at the same time. His brother stood less than ten paces away, eyes unwavering on his, humming rather than singing, but throwing every bit of song magic he had at Cuinn. The threat of Azrilan’s warrior magic hung in the air between them, but for now he chose not to use it.

      “Be ready to shield me,” he said to Windsong anyway. “Do you know how?”

      “I do.” Windsong’s voice was strained, but steady.

      Cuinn took a steadying breath. “Lyra, Anrun, you hold the song. Let me handle Az.”

      A shiver of emotion from both winged folk signaled their agreement. Azrilan’s lips curled in a snarl, and he made a sharp gesture with his left hand. The three Berserkers approaching cautiously drew their swords.

      Cuinn refused to flinch. He held Azrilan’s dark gaze, focused on his magic, on catching and containing the fear and despair and helplessness Azrilan was trying to push out. His brother was skilled, and strong.

      But so was Cuinn.

      Jasper was a blur of teeth and claws as he leapt forward to contend with the first Berserker. Amusement flashed in Azrilan’s gaze as the second moved around the tawncat battling his companion and sped up when he saw Cuinn making no effort to defend himself. Windsong tensed at his side. Lyra’s song faltered briefly.

      And then an arrow slammed into the Berserker’s heart. His eyes went wide, and he was dead in the next second, his massive body crumpling to the ground.

      Cuinn glanced back to find Soar standing there, SkyRider bow already knocked with another arrow.

      “Keep fighting, Cousin, I’ve got your back.”

      Nodding thanks, Cuinn returned to matching wills with his brother. Soar fired at the next Berserker, who took the arrow and kept coming with a roar of anger. Soar’s third arrow buried itself in his eye. He fell almost right at Cuinn’s feet. A heartbeat later Jasper tore the first Berserker’s throat out with a vicious snarl.

      Cuinn’s music was growing louder, Azrilan’s focus faltering as his bodyguards were slowly cut down.

      He hadn’t expected Soar to be there. Or the SkyRiders. His plan had been to take Cuinn by surprise while Talyn and his army were still in Montagn. The winged Wolves close enough to hear the music were joining in now too, their song spreading further as more and more voices swelled with magic and music.

      We fly as one.

      The wind will guide us home

      “The prince of song indeed,” Azrilan mused, calm and collected despite what was going on around him. “I wasn’t sure you had it in you.”

      Cuinn read affection on Azrilan’s face, and a sadness that surprised him. But both those emotions were almost entirely eclipsed by the calculating expression that replaced it.

      “I can’t say that it’s good to see you again, Azrilan,” he said.

      “My offer still stands.” Azrilan abruptly stopped his onslaught of magic, and Cuinn took a deep, steadying breath. Exhaustion roped through him. “Give yourself up now, and I’ll let your Wolf free.”

      Cuinn didn’t allow himself to hope. “You think I’m going to fall for that? You were going to kill him at sunset.”

      “I was.” Azrilan shrugged. “But then it occurred to me that he was far more useful alive. I knew that my move on you would come as a surprise, but I also have a lot of respect for that Ciantar of yours. I couldn’t see how she’d get here in time, but in case she did… well, I knew she’d choose her precious Wolf even if you wouldn’t.”

      Dread took hold, strong enough that Azrilan could feel it. “You set an ambush.”

      “Two birds with one stone, as they say.” Azrilan’s smile widened. “And don’t worry… I made sure to surround your Wolf with enough guards to take down even a warrior of her renown. I hope they hurry. He’s not in good shape. I may have left him with a very hungry wild tawncat.”

      Cuinn didn’t try to hide the guilt and fear he felt. It would have taken too much energy, energy he was going to need. Talyn had trusted him to take care of this. And he would trust her now. Despite the odds. So he took a deep, steadying breath. “You think it was the best decision to come here and face me with only a handful of Berserkers?”

      “Your Wolves are occupied trying to save people, which is what I banked on.” Scorn filled Azrilan’s voice. “And our magic is evenly matched. I think those are good odds.”

      “Always the prince of games.” Cuinn shrugged. “I think you bet wrong.”

      “You didn’t kill Mithanis. You’re not going to kill me.” A cold smile spread over Azrilan’s face.

      “No.” Cuinn glanced behind him, his song magic having warned him minutes earlier about who lurked back there. “But I think our brother might have a different view on the matter.”

      Mithanis appeared then, coming forward from where he’d loitered in the shadows behind Soar, who still held a drawn bow. “Hello, Az.”

      Mithanis stalked past Cuinn, sword raised, metal glinting. Shock and surprise rippled over Azrilan’s face as he watched his brother come. “You, allied with Cuinn and the Ciantar? Impossible.”

      “Your Highness!” Windsong murmured, strain evident in his voice. For a moment his song hung in the dark sky, its echoes fading slowly.

      Cuinn glanced down—and saw immediately what he meant. Flames licked over buildings and bitter fighting continued where Cuinn’s song hadn’t reached them. He met Windsong’s gaze, gave a little nod.

      Then he stepped back, conceding Mithanis the fight with Azrilan.

      “Soar!” He turned to his cousin.

      “What do you need?” His bow was still raised, arrow nocked and ready.

      “Take your legions out over the harbour, make sure Azrilan doesn’t have any surprises waiting for us. If he does, destroy them. Once you’ve done that, start working on putting out those fires. I’ll make sure it’s safe for you to fly that low.”

      He nodded, turning to run back for his eagle. As he did so, Jasper let out a snarl. He nudged Cuinn’s leg with his nose, then turned and ran, disappearing into the citadel.

      Cuinn took in a deep breath, pushed away his exhaustion and his fear for Talyn, and began to sing again.

      And then a bellowing roar tore through the night—Mithanis launching himself at Azrilan, metal ringing as their swords clashed.
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      They’d expected to find a body, and so she and Zamaril hadn’t bothered to conceal their approach as they sprinted through the citadel towards the location given to them by the first Falcon they’d cornered.

      Instead they came upon a trap.

      She and Zamaril slid to a halt at the top of a wide citadel walkway, open-aired down one side, and filled with Bearmen, Shadows and Armun. She didn’t have to look behind them to know their exit was quickly being cut off by more warriors.

      Despite the impossibility of those odds, Talyn’s first response was a brief flash of hope. If Theac were truly dead, would they have bothered to set such a trap? She squelched it as quickly as it came. There was no time for anything but cool focus.

      At the other end of the walkway, the original doors had been removed from their hinges and replaced with a locked iron gate. She couldn’t see inside from where they stood, but assumed Theac was in the room beyond.

      Zamaril glanced behind them, then back at her. “We could probably break through those behind us, run and get backup.”

      Talyn surveyed their opponents, weighed their options. Cuinn needed every soldier he could get right now, and there was no way to know how hurt Theac was, if he was even alive. There might not be time to get backup. Something told her even if Azrilan had kept Theac alive, he’d be playing some kind of game.

      “What do you think, Ciantar?” Zamaril was calm, ready, despite the closing net around them.

      Her chest tightened. She knew how to get this done.

      “Sari, do you—”

      “You don’t have to ask, Tal. You never have to ask.” Sari’s response was immediate and unwavering.

      She shook her head, swallowing the tears that wanted to come. “I don’t know if I can… I don’t want to.”

      “Yes, you do,” she said gently. “You’ve known for a while now. Go save your Wolf.”

      “Ciantar?” Zamaril’s voice brought her back to the present.

      Her eyes slid closed. Opened. “Sari…”

      “Talyn, it’s truly all right.”

      “Okay.”

      Talyn turned to Zamaril, held out her hand. “Not Ciantar anymore, Zamaril. Just Talyn.”

      His eyes widened in understanding, but he didn’t hesitate to reach out and close his fingers around her forearm. She gripped his just as tightly. Both closed their eyes, took a deep, steadying breath. Then opened them and held each other’s gaze.

      Sapphire and pale blue magic flared, so bright she had to look away for a moment.

      Just like once, many years ago, sapphire and silver had flashed together.

      It was the briefest of things, no time for anything more, but the warrior bond snapped into place without pause or hesitation, steady and true and rippling with power.

      And then she and Zamaril were turning, facing down the walkway. Steel rang as she drew her twin aethlyx blades in the same smooth movement Zamaril drew his sword.

      Talyn took a deep, steadying breath, allowed the focus of an upcoming fight to settle over her like a perfectly tailored cloak. Her awareness narrowed to the walkway full of adversaries and one of her dearest friends waiting at the end for her.

      And, for always now, the warrior at her left side.

      Time slowed.

      Her breath came fast, her grip on her daggers sure, stance loose and ready.

      Enemies all around.

      “Let’s get this done,” Zamaril said.

      Then time snapped back into focus. And they moved.

      The adrenalin of battle thrummed through her veins, hot and powerful. Running forward, one foot in front of the other, her steps light and sure—confidence surging through her, the confidence of knowing that the odds were against them but that she and Zamaril would come out victorious anyway.

      She stepped aside to avoid the first swing of a blade at her neck. He shifted quickly to shove his elbow back into her head, but she twisted aside before thrusting her dagger deep in between his ribs. He coughed blood and she shoved him against the wall where his heavy body slid to the ground with a crash.

      More warriors converged on her from every direction.

      At first she fought as if she were alone, keeping all sides covered, closing any vulnerabilities. But it made her too conservative, not quick enough to push through when so many warriors converged on her at once.

      Her body moved at its utmost limit of agility, dancing between opponents. She felt every pull of muscle, each rasp of breath in her lungs, the slickness of sweat on her face and the damp grips of the daggers in her hands.

      But Zamaril fought at her side, his sword licking out with a quickness almost beyond belief to take advantage of every opening, his footwork moving in perfect synchrony with hers.

      And she began to adjust. To fight like she once again had a partner. To leave her back open when he was there, to overextend and leave her side vulnerable when it meant pushing the advantage. To fight like she knew someone was protecting her back always, each instinctively knowing where the other was.

      Every step part of a dance she and Zamaril wove together.

      Parry, slash, drop, weave. Lose the blade, gain another with a quick sabai move. Bring her shield to life. Drop it again. Breathe in. Breath out. Feel the air rush over sweat-soaked skin. Teeth bared in a silent snarl the whole time.

      She had no idea how much time had passed before she killed a Berserker and stood, chest heaving, staring towards the gated room before them. Her breath steamed in the cold air. Blood and gore covered her from head to toe.

      “Something’s off,” Zamaril said, breath rasping in his chest.

      He was right. The single remaining Armun stood right by the gate, staying where he was rather than coming to fight them or to get reinforcements. He didn’t even seem taken aback by the corridor full of dead and dying bodies that a single Callanan warrior pair had just torn through.

      Instead, a little smile flickered on his face as he began to lift his hand towards a rope hanging from above the doorframe.

      Talyn moved closer, daggers raised, eyes searching the room beyond. It was lit by several flickering torches, and Theac sat chained to a chair in the middle of the room. He was bloodied, bruised, his head hanging down.

      “He’s breathing,” Zamaril rasped. “Probably unconscious. But his chest is moving.”

      “You give us the keys, we let you live,” she told the Armun. “You don’t and we do to you what we did to your friends back there.”

      “Talyn!” Zamaril’s voice turned sharp, his voice calling out at the same time a deep snarling sound came from inside the room. “They’ve got a tawncat in there.”

      Shit. Her chest turned to stone as she glanced where Zamaril pointed. A tawncat the size of Jasper was prowling inside a wooden cage, its yellow eyes flat and murderous. Old and new whip scars decorated its tawny coat.

      The Armun’s hand moved again, faster now, towards the rope, and Talyn understood suddenly what he was doing.

      The prince of games, indeed. Sick, twisted games.

      “No!” She hurled her dagger as the word tore out of her. It flew true, burying itself in the man’s heart.

      But it wasn’t quick enough. It landed a heartbeat after he’d yanked on the rope.

      Zamaril was already throwing himself at the gate, one hand grabbing hold of the lock, the other reaching for the lockpicks he always carried in his right boot.

      It wasn’t going to be quick enough.

      The rope yanked up the door to the cage holding the tawncat, and with a triumphant snarl it broke through, claws flashing.

      Zamaril dropped the lockpicks, his breathing coming fast, pale blue eyes meeting hers. “It’s a solid one, it will take me too long to get through.”

      “Then we’ll use magic.”

      She tried to ignore the fact the tawncat was already prowling towards Theac’s bound body. She lifted a hand, pressed it against the lock, tried to flood it with her warrior magic so it melted through. Setting off a blast in such a confined space could kill Theac if shrapnel exploded inward.

      Zamaril laid his palm over hers, concentrating fiercely. The pungent scent of melting metal filled her nose and she put more and more into the effort.

      A hungry snarl came from within.

      Desperation roped through her, fighting with her focus. “Come on, come on.” She kept repeating the words over and over.

      And then the bolt melted through.

      She kicked the door open and lifted her dagger, ready to throw.

      But the crazed tawncat was already leaping for its prey. Her dagger wasn’t going to reach across the space in time.

      Then a blur of movement from the left, a violent snarl, and something collided with the tawncat mid-air. The wrestling creatures hit the ground, a flurry of swiping claws, snarling and yowling.

      “Jasper.” Her breath shuddered out. How had he even… but as her gaze automatically scanned the room for any other threats to herself or Zamaril, it landed on the air vent high in the southern wall. The tawncat had come through it, just like his mother once had to assassinate Goldfeather and Iceflight.

      Zamaril moved, running for Theac and dropping to his knees by the chair. Talyn joined him a moment later, sparing only a brief glance for the fighting tawncats. Thick chains wound around Theac’s midsection, bound together by a single lock.

      “Guard will have the key.” Zamaril rose and ran for the door.

      Talyn reached up with trembling fingers to Theac’s neck, letting out a sobbing breath of relief when she felt a faint pulse. Then Zamaril was back and unlocking the chains. Across the room the tawncat fight was vicious, blood spattering the ground and walls around them.

      She wanted to help, feared for Jasper to the depth of her bones, but the fighting creatures were so closely entwined she could risk inadvertently hurting him if she tried to attack Azrilan’s creature.

      “Let’s get him to the healer’s centre.” Zamaril wrapped an arm around Theac’s left side while Talyn did the same from this right. Together they gently lifted him from the chair and staggered from the room.

      Azrilan’s tawncat saw them trying to leave, and momentarily broke free of Jasper to come at them with a bloodcurdling yowl. Talyn turned, drew her dagger, but Jasper was faster. He landed on the tawncat and they rolled across the floor, spitting and snarling. Blood already dripped from gashes along his dark coat.

      “We’ll come back for him.” Zamaril read her hesitation easily. “As soon as Theac has help.”

      Talyn nodded, spared one last glance for her friend, then continued out the door.

      

      Talyn and Zamaril moved as quickly as they could through the cloud of ash and smoke that was rising up from Dock City. The healing residences would no doubt be protected by WingGuard, but if she had to fight through a hundred Falcons to get Theac help, she and Zamaril would do it.

      And then they crossed into the bubble of magic Cuinn’s voice had settled over the city and citadel. The tune was haunting, hopeful, dancing over her skin and draining some of the anger simmering inside her at what had been done to Theac.

      She was surprised at how far it had spread. But it wasn’t just the prince of song. Where his voice ended, others began, winged Wolves and Falcons both. Not as powerful, but using their song magic in the same way. Dispelling hate and anger and fear.

      She paused for a moment, Zamaril at her side, and listened, allowing the song to give them both strength and purpose. Between then, Theac’s eyes flickered open, and he peered groggily around.

      “Hey there, Parksin.” Zamaril steadied his grip. “Think you can walk on your own, or you want us to keep carrying your heavy corpse all through the citadel?”

      He managed a half-hearted scowl. “Shut up, Lightfinger. What’s that music?”

      We raised our banners to greet the sun.

      For our strength shines bright from here to afar.

      Zamaril and Talyn kept moving then, Theac taking some of his own weight but still swaying alarmingly. They hit a small knot of fighting outside the main entrance to the healing centre—several Wolves battling Berserkers, trying to prevent them from getting inside.

      Without a word, Zamaril and Talyn gently settled Theac against the wall, then waded into the fight, sword and daggers slashing in a blur of movement. After a few more moments of fierce fighting, the Berserkers were dead. Zamaril stamped out the torch one of them had been holding.

      Talyn was already taking a step forward, heading back for Theac, when Zamaril’s shout of warning stopped her. But it was only Andres coming from the direction of the wall, three more Wolves with him, face streaked with dirt and sweat.

      “Andres!” Relief shot through her. “You’re well?”

      “Not a scratch on me.” He saluted with his usual crispness despite the fact he was splattered with blood and ash and dirt. “Ciantar, look!”

      His eyes were wide and he was pointing towards the wall. They all spun. The healing centre sat high on a hillside looking down over the wall and city, providing a clear view of the battle laid out below them.

      Where before seven winged Wolves had been in the sky above Cuinn, now there were at least triple that number of winged folk. Not Falcons. Not Wolves.

      Civilians.

      As Talyn watched, another three winged figures rose into the sky above the citadel, joining the rest.

      She’d been so focused on fighting that she hadn’t realised the singing had grown louder, stronger, its influence spreading wider. Song mages were combining their magic to drown the citadel and Dock City in Cuinn’s song.

      The words almost shimmered in the air with the strength of a hundred song mages, their voices raised in song.

      After all our battles were won,

      We raised our banners to greet the sun.

      For our strength shines bright from here to afar,

      SkyReach, the Ice Plains and now Mithranar

      “It’s not just them.” Ehdra’s voice sounded behind them as he came running out of the healing centre. “The healers are treating everyone. Wolves and Falcons alike. Goldfeather’s here and he insisted on it, but none of them protested.”

      “The fighting is all but over,” Andres said. “The Berserkers down in the city are battling on—they seem unaffected by the song magic—but their numbers are dwindling fast. Corrin has rallied the city’s defences against them.”

      The Wolves threw their heads back and howled.

      Across the citadel, the rest of the force of Wolves heard the howl and added to it. Soon the eerie howls of a wolf pack intertwined with the music, ethereal and magical and powerful.

      Talyn took a deep, steadying breath.

      Cuinn had won the day.

      “Is Azrilan still at the wall?” she asked.

      “Last I saw he was. Mithanis is there too—they’re fighting.”

      Worry lurched in Talyn’s chest. Whichever one of them won that fight would be an immediate threat to Cuinn. “Andres, take any spare Wolves and spread through the citadel, make sure all the fighting is over, then organise to have any injured brought here.” She turned to Zamaril. “Can you make sure Theac is looked after? Then go—”

      “And find Jasper.” Zamaril reached out and gripped her arm. “You know I will.”

      Talyn turned and ran.
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      His song magic filled him, roped through his veins and spilled out over the city. Windsong and Lyra sang unfaltering at his side, propping him up when he grew tired, bolstering his song with everything they had.

      And his people sang with him, joining his cry for an end to the bloodshed. Slowly, very slowly, it worked. He could feel it working… feel as the hate and fear dissipated, the anger going with it. Sensed the desire to fight fading from bright flames to ashes. With every voice added to his in song, a fighter stood down.

      But eventually the last of even his great magical strength faded, his throat turning raw, his strength dwindling to nothing. His song gradually slowed to a halt. Some of the Wolves had already stopped, drained of power and energy.

      And as the music faded, the sharp sounds of a fight quickly filled the space.

      His brothers.

      Cuinn lifted a trembling hand to run through sweat-soaked hair, his chest heaving, legs unsteady.

      Mithanis and Azrilan were a blur of movement as they battled back and forth on the top of the wall. It was something Cuinn had seen a hundred times before growing up, his two elder brothers sparring, both displaying their sublime skill but also Mithanis using every opportunity to display his dominance.

      Now it was for real.

      Now Azrilan was no longer hiding or pretending.

      He glanced up—the winged folk who’d come to join him still hung there in the sky, floating on the night thermals. What was left of his magic sensed unease and trepidation... but also a resolute desire to stay and see this through to the end.

      A glance down. Flames licked buildings in three different areas of Dock City, but all those areas were drawing more and more people. Corrin had gathered the Wolves and his network to help, just like the night of the floods. And SkyRiders were flying in from the ocean, carrying water to drop on the flames.

      The fighting had stopped.

      He’d done it.

      A hand landed on his shoulder. Windsong, head bowed, as exhausted as he was but with triumph and delight seeping from every part of him. “Well done, Cuinn. I’ve never seen anything like what you just did.”

      Cuinn reached up to grip his arm. “Thank you. But it’s not over yet.”

      Together, he and Windsong turned to watch the fight.

      A grunt escaped from Mithanis as Azrilan pushed him back towards the edge of the wall. Without his wings, he wobbled precariously, but cold determination filled his features and he gathered himself, pushing back hard.

      Running feet behind had Cuinn turning, shoulders sagging with relief at the sight of Talyn—bloodied and dirty but alive and well. Without a word he drew her against him for a fierce hug. “Theac?”

      She pulled away quickly. “He’s okay. Beaten up but okay.”

      Cuinn shuddered with the relief that flooded through him, but Talyn’s focus was already moving to the fight, her concern for what happened once one of them emerged the victor obvious as day to the remnants of his song magic.

      “You could take both of them now.” She lifted her gaze to his.

      “She’s right, Your Highness,” Lyra said. “They’re vulnerable and distracted. Two knives is all it would take.”

      “Windsong?” he murmured.

      “Your choice, Prince Cuinn.”

      Cuinn turned from Talyn, looking up at the winged folk above, who were watching all this unfold. And then he turned back to his brothers.

      Brothers who had tormented and betrayed him. One who’d made him afraid his entire life. The other who’d almost killed him, who’d killed Raya and his Wolves. Who’d made Talyn a slave.

      Brothers who were right at this moment trying to kill each other. Who would no doubt try and kill him once a victor emerged. A victor who would go right back to oppressing the humans if he took the throne of Mithranar.

      It suddenly felt like the whole of Mithranar was watching him decide what to do.

      “Cuinn?” Talyn asked softly. “Finish this cleanly.”

      His eyes closed. He took a single, deep breath. He wanted to be different. To do better.

      He always had.

      “No.” Then he stepped away. “My people deserve a choice.”

      Talyn stared at him, a mix of pride and disbelief flashing over her face, and then she dropped her hand from the hilt of her dagger. Lyra followed suit. A little smile flickered over Windsong’s face.

      And they all stood to watch the fight.

      The prince of night and the prince of games were skilled fighters, good enough to be Callanan, evenly matched. Mithanis had strength where Azrilan had the grace of his wings. Mithanis had passion and fury where Azrilan had cleverness and footwork.

      Over and over they went at each other, blades slamming together, sometimes sliding through a guard. Blood trickled from minor wounds on both princes. Their breathing grew heavy. Mithanis slipped and almost went over the edge. Azrilan cried in pain when Mithanis’s sword sliced through feathers.

      Cuinn stood, jaw clenched, waiting to see which of his brothers would die in front of him.

      “We could stop it without killing them.” Talyn spoke at his side.

      He reached out for her hand, twined their fingers together. “No. This is their choice. I will respect that too.”

      At one point the flurry of blows slowed and came to a halt, the two men tacitly agreeing on a breather.

      They circled each other. Neither had noticed the battle ending around them. Neither noticed that hundreds of eyes were watching them fight. Instead they were focused only on each other—on the decades of bitterness between them and their shared ambition for power, shared willingness to do anything to get it, including killing innocents.

      Cuinn sucked in a breath as Azrilan broke the tacit truce without warning, blade lunging straight at Mithanis’s chest.

      But Mithanis had been expecting his brother’s betrayal.

      He moved at the same moment as Azrilan. In a single sideways step he avoided the lunge, bringing his own sword up and swinging it at Azrilan’s over-extended body. A powerful man even without wings, Mithanis’s sword bit deep into Azrilan’s neck, shearing his head clean off his shoulders.

      Silence.

      Cuinn and Mithanis both stared as Azrilan’s body swayed and hit the ground, his blood gushing into a large pool, his head coming to rest a short distance away. Mithanis’s chest heaved and his sword dropped to the ground with a clatter. Cuinn sensed both grief and triumph in his quickly hidden emotions.

      The prince of night straightened then, something like clarity coming into his dark eyes. Then he turned, gaze sweeping over Cuinn, the Wolves gathered behind him, the winged folk hovering in the sky above. It was clear when he realised nobody had moved to stop or otherwise interfere with the fight.

      “You could have killed us both.” Mithanis’s voice rasped, laden with weariness.

      “We both have a right to the throne,” Cuinn responded. “I would like to give our people the choice.”

      Mithanis nodded slowly, glanced around them again, then looked at Cuinn. “Kingcouncil. Tomorrow. We’ll choose Mithranar’s king then.”

      Cuinn simply nodded. “Agreed.”

      “I’m really not convinced this is a good idea.,” Talyn spoke up as Mithanis walked away, heading to the palace, nobody trying to halt his progress. “I don’t trust him.”

      “I don’t either.”

      “You’re woefully idealistic,” she said with a sigh.

      “And you’re woefully murderous.”

      “I don’t care what either of you are.” Windsong spoke up, steady and strong. “The entire force of Wolves will be watching you between now and that Kingcouncil meeting tomorrow, Your Highness.”

      “Fair enough.” A smile spread over Cuinn’s face. He was exhausted, heartsick, guilty over the people who’d died before his song could slow the fighting. His gaze travelled over the Wolves standing before him. “Andres? Zamaril?”

      “Andres is fine.” Talyn reached out to touch his hand, the shadow in her eyes making his stomach clench. “Zamaril’s with Jasper.”

      “Is he okay?”

      Her fingers tangled with his. “Let’s go and see.”

      

      Cuinn didn’t really see the bodies lining the wide bridge over to the unused tower where Azrilan had clearly been keeping his tawncat. All he could see was the melted iron doors and the chair that Theac had been chained to.

      His strides quickening, he yanked his hand loose from Talyn’s, his heart thudding in his chest. The rasping sound of laboured breathing filled the air. Jystar’s grey wings hung loose against the ground as he kneeled by Jasper.

      Zamaril watched from the tawncat’s other side. His gaze went straight to Talyn when Cuinn walked in, then over to Cuinn. Without a word, he stood and moved away, going to stand by Talyn near the door. Cuinn’s song magic picked up the new bond between them, and wonder filled him at the shining beauty of it, but it was only a moment, and then his attention was all on his friend.

      Jasper’s green eyes focused on Cuinn the moment he stepped inside. They were duller than Cuinn had ever seen them, dark with pain, but they brightened at the sight of him. Cuinn knelt by the tawncat’s head, reaching out to stroke the soft fur around his ears. “Hey there, Jasper.”

      Jasper snuffled, tried to move, but clearly couldn’t. Blood matted his dark coat and seeped into the floor under him. His pain filled Cuinn’s senses.

      “The other tawncat ripped him up pretty good,” Jystar murmured. “I’m doing what I can, but I don’t know if…”

      “Do what you can. Please.” Cuinn tried not to let his voice break on the last word, but failed.

      Talyn kneeled at his side, her arm sliding around him, her forehead pressing against his shoulder.

      “He knew,” Cuinn whispered. “He knew that it would break me to lose Theac. He knew.”

      She held him tighter. “Stay here with him. I’m going to go down to the city and make sure we’re doing everything we can to ensure there’s a bed and food for those who lost homes or loved ones. I also want to coordinate with Soar and Windsong—prepare for any unexpected interruptions tomorrow.”

      He nodded.

      She pressed a kiss to his jaw. “I’ll find you later.”

      He turned his head to meet her sapphire gaze. “You’re okay… you’re well. You and baby?”

      She smiled. “A boy, Jystar thinks.”

      A son. He couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t swallow around the lump in his throat. He merely nodded and clutched her tighter until she stepped away. Zamaril followed her out the door but Lyra remained.

      Cuinn settled more comfortably on the ground, gently lifted Jasper’s head into his lap, and smiled into those green eyes.

      And then he began to sing. It was a raspy, halting hum with the tiny pieces of magic he had left.

      But Jasper’s eyes closed and his entire body relaxed.

      “I’m here, Jasper,” he whispered. “I’m not going anywhere.”
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      Talyn managed a half-turn nap in between coordinating with Soar, Windsong and Doran. SkyRiders flew patrols out past Feather Bay, keeping a protective cordon around Dock City and the citadel. Meanwhile, the fires in the city were out and the residents were busily engaged in restoration and fare-welling their dead.

      The Wolves were quiet too. They’d lost comrades in the fight. If Talyn weren’t so anxious about the outcome of this Kingcouncil, so focused on making sure Cuinn would be safe and there would be no surprises, she’d have been grieving right along with them.

      She’d only seen Cuinn briefly, to check in on him and Jasper. The tawncat was still in a precarious condition—Jystar was powerful, but no winged healer knew much about tawncat anatomy or the mechanics of healing one—and Cuinn hadn’t left his side yet.

      So she was already in the Kingcouncil chamber when he entered, slightly early. Mithanis was there, the remaining chairs around the Kingcouncil table empty—ready for the five council lords to arrive.

      Cuinn came straight over to her—he’d bathed and changed into fresh clothes, but dark shadows hooded his eyes—and pulled her into a quick hug. “He’s still unconscious but Jystar is hopeful.”

      “He’s a tough one, Cuinn. I’m betting on him pulling through.” She managed a smile. “You ready?”

      His glance took in the room, the empty chairs waiting for the lords. “I’ve been ready for a long time.”

      Talyn hesitated. They’d already gone over this, but... “We promised Saniya.”

      “And I intend to hold that promise.” Cuinn glanced back to her. “But I want to win this nomination by all the winged families choosing me—I don’t want to be left open to claims I only won because I added humans to the voting and skewed things my way.”

      “He’s right,” Sari said.

      “I know.” Talyn gave a little nod. “I’ll be watching. If anything happens—”

      “I know you and your Wolves will keep me safe.” He smiled softly, then leaned down to kiss her. His magic surrounded her briefly, showing her how confident he felt.

      Before she could say anything further, he strode towards the table. The door behind her opened again, admitting Theac, Zamaril and Corrin. Theac leaned heavily on a crutch, his face swollen and bruised, his free arm in a sling. But when Corrin attempted to offer him a chair, he levelled the talon with a scowl so fierce Talyn almost laughed.

      Corrin and Zamaril left Theac to stand guard at the door where Lyra stood too and crossed over to join Talyn in standing only a handful of paces away from the table. Instantly something in her relaxed as Zamaril took up the space at her left side. Corrin glanced between the two of them with a little smile.

      The next to arrive was Tarich Swiftwing, Flight-Leader Brightwing on his heels. Swiftwing nodded at Mithanis as he sat down, while Brightwing went to take up a similar position to Talyn and her talons on the opposite side of the table.

      A rush of air and Anrun Windsong swooped through from the open space that served as the fourth wall. He bowed to both Mithanis and Cuinn. “Prince Mithanis, you named Brightwing your Falcon, and Prince Cuinn named me his. May I suggest that in the interests of fairness we both get a vote at the council table today?”

      Anrun had suggested this to Cuinn and Talyn earlier, so only Mithanis reacted to the suggestion. He levelled a dark look Brightwing’s way. “Brightwing was my brother’s Falcon. He should be in chains for what he did. Neither of you should get a vote.”

      Cuinn shrugged. “Fair enough. The vote will be made by the five lords and the two of us.”

      Seven men. No chance of a tie.

      Talyn tried to calm the anxiety roiling in her stomach. If Cuinn lost the vote, she had no doubt they would have to fight their way out to survive. Mithanis would never show them the same mercy Cuinn had him.

      “If it comes to that, your Wolves will take his Falcons any day.” Sari was confident. “You know that.”

      She did. It didn’t soothe her anxiety.

      Jurian Stormflight and Ridan Nightdrift walked through the double doors next. Charl Nightdrift hadn’t made it through the night despite the healers working tirelessly on him, and his younger brother had abruptly found himself thrust into a Kingcouncil seat. His face was expressionless, making Talyn’s unease deepen. She’d never met Ridan, had no idea where his loyalties lay.

      As he and Jurian took their seats, Tirin Goldfeather flew in. He looked painfully young amidst the senior lords of the kingdom, but was unbothered by it, offering Cuinn a friendly smile.

      Finally Werin Blacksoar strode in, a faintly annoyed look on his face as he took the final seat at the table. Feathers rustled as Falcons spread through the room—no doubt those loyal to Mithanis. They stood side by side with the Wolves. There was no overt hostility between them, yet if things went awry, there would be bloodshed.

      Talyn took a deep breath, forcing herself to calm. Cuinn would win this.

      “Thank you for coming.” Cuinn rose to his feet, offering a polite bow. “Let’s not prevaricate. Azrilan is dead and today’s Kingcouncil will decide the next king of Mithranar.”

      “There is no serious choice to be made.” Mithanis rose as gracefully as Cuinn had done. Despite the fact both had lost their wings, they were still impressive men, dark and light, Dumnorix and Manunin. “I have been the presumptive heir to this kingdom since birth—I was raised to rule Mithranar. I am a powerful warrior and song mage. The throne is mine.”

      His magic was blunter, harder than Cuinn’s. It filled the room with his sincerity, the confidence he held that the throne would be his. He showed them his strength, the depth of his power.

      Cuinn paused until Mithanis’s words and magic faded, and then he spoke. “I have been working to build a better Mithranar since I was seventeen years old. I know that some of you do not agree with my views, that you think the way we rule, the way we treat our human citizens is a good thing. But I want to lead a better kingdom. One where we respect all our people and earn their respect in turn. You have seen for yourselves the way I would rule. You have seen how Mithanis would rule. The choice is yours, my lords.”

      Cuinn bowed again, fist over heart, then straightened and stood calmly, hands behind his back. A muscle ticked in Mithanis’s jaw, but he too gave a terse nod, and stood, waiting for the council to decide.

      Talyn scanned the room, alert to any possible danger or betrayal. Mithanis was no better than Azrilan and she found it hard to trust that he was going to let this process happen without intervention.

      “I think he’s certain he’s going to win the vote,” Sari murmured.

      She was right. And that confidence raised doubt in Talyn. She shifted, moving her left hand surreptitiously to check her daggers were within reach.

      “Stop fidgeting. Whatever comes, you know you can handle it.”

      “There is no doubt for me.” Tirin Goldfeather rose to his feet, the young son of Ausul Goldfeather, murdered by Savin and Azrilan. “For my friend Ronisin. For my father. For the future I want for my children. I choose Cuinn Acondor.”

      The words hung in the room. Tirin gave a little nod, then resumed his seat, ignoring the dark glance Mithanis sent his way.

      “Prince Mithanis was right. He was born to be our king.” Tarich Swiftwing rose as if his choice too had been made long ago. His voice was filled with scorn at the idea anyone could think different. “He will keep us strong rather than making us weak. I choose the prince of night.”

      For a moment there was silence, the remaining three lords glancing at each other around the table, maybe wondering whether they dared go next, perhaps still making their decision. Talyn shifted slightly, focused on Cuinn, who seemed calm. At his side, Mithanis was tense, simmering anger ready to burst alight.

      Then, a chair scraped and Jurian Stormflight rose to his feet, wearing the manner of a man who was taking a dive off a very high cliff into unknown seas below, without wings. He took a breath, gaze distant, not looking at either prince. “I choose for my sons Tiercelin and Jystar. I choose Cuinn Acondor.”

      Ridan’s fingers drumming on the table broke the hush that fell after Stormflight’s announcement. His shoulders were rigid, his jaw clenched. He was afraid, but forcing himself to push forward anyway. “I spoke to my brother before his death. His wishes were clear, and I must respect them. I choose Cuinn Acondor.”

      Hope started beating through Talyn, a surging tide of barely repressed joy. That was three votes already. One more and the crown was undeniably Cuinn’s. One vote against and he would only have a slim majority.

      Her hands curled into fists at her sides, heart thumping in her chest. Cuinn’s magic reached out to her then, betraying his own dawning hope, his anxiety, his wonder. Mithanis’s entirely body had turned rigid.

      Every single gaze turned to Werin Blacksoar, and the hush that had fallen over the room was that of every man and women present holding their breath, waiting. Some hopeful. Some afraid. If he voted for Mithanis, Cuinn would still win, but there would always be room for doubt with such a narrow margin… but if chose Cuinn…

      Blacksoar took a steadying breath, then slowly pushed his chair back and stood. “Prince Mithanis offers us the stable rule we have always enjoyed. Prince Cuinn offers us alliance with the Twin Thrones, along with a new way of ruling. Both are powerful mages. Both have demonstrated the ability to lead.” Werin paused, clearly weighing his words.

      Mithanis couldn’t help himself. “Get on with it, man,” he snapped.

      The room went utterly still.

      “Very well.” Blacksoar bowed his head. “I choose Cuinn Acondor.”

      At those words, chairs scraped back as all four other lords rose to their feet—Tarich Swiftwing a little more reluctantly than the others—and bowed, wings furled, towards Cuinn.

      What happened next was a blur.

      Mithanis stopped holding back his building fury—his song magic sent it flooding through the room. Everyone within range staggered with the force of it, air whooshing from lungs, cries of alarm echoing out. Fighting off the emotion, Talyn reached for a dagger, instinct telling her something was wrong.

      Mithanis spun towards Cuinn, faster than lightning, knife out and slashing for his unprotected throat.

      Only to roar in pain, the blade falling from his hand to clatter on the marble floor, Corrin’s knife embedded in his wrist. Talyn raised her arm, her dagger ready to throw, to see her Wolf captain, green eyes hard, another knife already in his hand.

      But Cuinn had shifted, faster than thought, using a move that could only have been taught to him by the Kingshield he’d trained with in Port Lachley. He swept his brother’s legs out from under him, threw his shoulder into Mithanis’s chest and pinned him to the table, forearm across his throat, his own dagger at his brother’s kidney.

      The entire room froze.

      “Everyone stand down!” Anrun Windsong bellowed into the brief silence before utter chaos broke out. “Stop! Sheathe your weapons!”

      His command was wreathed with song magic, and the Wolves and Falcons froze mid-draw, weapons sliding slowly back into their sheaths.

      “Mithanis, stop!” Cuinn spoke, clear and firm, no magic. “Don’t do this. I have won. Be better than Azrilan. You still have a life. Go to Montagn. Fulfill your word.”

      Mithanis’s rasping breath was loud, blood dripping to the floor from his wrist, shoulders rigid. “The throne is mine, Cuinn. It always has been mine.”

      “No, it hasn’t.” Cuinn’s voice was gentle. “Please don’t make me kill you and lose another brother. Please. Let Mithranar go. Find something better.”

      Talyn had to remember to breathe. Everything in her wanted to go over there and ensure Mithanis was never a threat to Cuinn ever again. But she trusted Cuinn to handle this his way.

      “Please,” Cuinn murmured. “Respect our lords and their choice.”

      The two brothers stared at each other, eyes locked. What felt like an eternity passed.

      Then Mithanis’s entire body sagged. “Okay, Brother.”

      Cuinn stepped away, kicked Mithanis’s fallen knife across the floor, then offered Mithanis a hand. Mithanis took it, cradling his injured wrist to his chest. Cuinn helped him away from the table. “Go, get out of here. Have Jystar stitch your wrist up before you bleed out.”

      After only a single hesitation, Mithanis turned and walked out of the room, shoulders stiff with anger.

      “The Kingcouncil has chosen Cuinn Acondor as king by a clear majority.” Windsong spoke into the stunned silence. “There will be no more bloodshed.”

      “My Falcon is right,” Cuinn added, sparing a glance for his departing brother. In that glance was pain and grief and relief all wrapped up in one.

      Talyn sheathed her dagger, and reached out to grip Corrin’s shoulder with a fierceness that was probably painful. “Thank you.”

      He smiled. “You trained me to save his life, Ciantar.”

      Zamaril slung an arm around Corrin, hugging him fiercely. “Well done, Corrin.”

      “My lords, if you could please sit down.” Cuinn’s voice rang out again. His green eyes shot to hers, clear and strong, assuring himself she was all right. She gave a little nod. “There are some urgent orders of business for us to discuss.”

      The lords promptly sat, glances tearing away from the splatters of Mithanis’s blood still on the floor. Cuinn caught Lyra’s eye and made a gesture. The talon opened the door and slipped out.

      “First. Anrun Windsong. Please take your seat at the table as Mithranar’s Falcon—ultimate leader of our army.”

      Several glances shifted to Talyn, surprised at this announcement, having expected her to have been named to the position. After all, she was Ciantar. She ignored their looks. Cuinn had already spoken of his plans with her... well, most of them. And as for the rest, she trusted him implicitly.

      Windsong bowed low, wings half-furled, then pulled back the empty Falcon’s chair and sat down. He looked like he belonged. And he sat like he knew it. He and his new king shared a small smile.

      The doors opened then, Andres appearing with Tirina and Ehdra. All three carried a chair each over to the table. Lyra propped the door open.

      “Next.” Cuinn threaded his voice with magic so that he instantly commanded the wandering attention of the lords, some staring at the new chairs, others at Mithanis’s blood on the floor. “I restore the Ciantar family to its rightful place at the Kingcouncil table. Saniya Ciantar?”

      If they’d been surprised by Windsong’s appointment, then now the lords were downright shocked. A little smile curled at Talyn’s mouth when they all turned to stare at her, then looked away as Saniya stalked through the door, crossed the room, and dropped into one of the new chairs. She gave Swiftwing a dirty look, then assumed a watchful expression.

      “From now on, the mayors of Dock City and Darmour will also have a seat at this table. Mayor Doran? Mayor Patroy?”

      The two men walked in together, neither showing any signs of being overawed about where they were or what was happening to them. They took their seats at the table and turned their attention to Cuinn.

      Before he could say anything else, Swiftwing cleared his throat. “I presume you want me to resign my position, Your Grace. May I ask that you consider—”

      “Why would I ask you to do that?” Cuinn frowned slightly.

      “I... I voted for Prince Mithanis.”

      “Goodness, Tarich, I don’t want yes-men on my council.” Cuinn shook his head. “You’re perfectly entitled to your views, and you may argue them as vigorously as you like, provided you accept my final rulings.”

      Tarich’s mouth opened, closed. Goldfeather shot him a smug look. Then Swiftwing settled back in his chair, composure returning. “I can do that, Your Grace.”

      “Good, because our new Ciantar will no doubt be joining you in challenging me as often as she possibly can.” Cuinn flashed a smile in Saniya’s direction. Her hard expression softened. “I look forward to it.”

      Windsong chuckled, and just like that, the tension was broken. The nine seated at the table turned to their new king, attention firmly focused on him.

      “Too many old men.”

      “Agreed. We’ll have to do something about that.”

      Sari sniggered. “You’re a queen now.”

      “Shut up.”

      Cuinn remained standing, resting his palms on the table, a wide smile spreading over his face. “Welcome to my Kingcouncil. Shall we move on to our next order of business?”
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      Cuinn led a legion of SkyRiders, many riding double with a Wolf, and two carrying Mithanis and Saniya, along with a full wing of Falcons to Arataire. Talyn flew with him, strapped tightly in front of him. With them travelled Soar, an additional formal representative of the Twin Thrones.

      Alyna was going to be so mad she’d missed all this. Cuinn smiled inwardly; he’d have to invite her for a visit soon.

      Neither he nor Talyn were sure of what they were going to find. If Kaeri had taken Talyn’s advice, then she would be in Arataire. Either she’d won the spill, lost it, or could still be fighting.

      If the latter was the case, he hoped to bolster her forces with his SkyRiders and Falcons to help her to victory. Not that he wanted any more fighting… maybe he could try singing again.

      The SkyRider scouts reported that the fields outside the city were empty, the slaves who usually worked them absent. And large numbers of soldiers surrounded Arataire, wearing the bright scarlet Venador sigil.

      They reported the Aimsir were there too, encamped to the east, patrolling riders circling the area. That reassured him somewhat.

      “You should let me go in first, make sure it’s secure.” Talyn twisted to look at him.

      He grinned. “What would be the fun in that?”

      Her eyes flashed. “You almost died three days ago.”

      “I’m all right.” He held her tighter.

      She leaned against him, then straightened up. “Let’s do this.”

      He nudged Trystaan, sending the eagle in a steep dive for the Arataire castle fortress. Behind him, Soar and ten other SkyRiders dropped out of the sky in pursuit. The rest remained aloft in case of trouble. Windsong followed too, along with Lyra.

      They did a quick run over the walls first, making sure nobody was going to start firing arrows at them.

      Nothing.

      Cuinn gave the order and they landed on the bridge over to the castle, just outside arrow range, allowing the eagles to settle before unstrapping and climbing down.

      The gates opened, silently admitting them.

      “That looks welcoming,” Talyn muttered.

      “Not at all like a trap,” Soar said mildly.

      Cuinn smiled at them both. “My song magic isn’t raising any alarm bells.”

      “Mine either,” Windsong added. “We’ll go first though, Your Grace.”

      The Falcon swept forward, Wolves behind him, Falcons hovering overhead. Talyn smirked at Cuinn before following. Cuinn glanced over his shoulder, settling his gaze on Mithanis. He wasn’t sure exactly how his brother was doing since his defeat. Wrist tightly bandaged, he wore an expressionless mask as good as Talyn’s, his emotions tightly shielded. Cuinn still wondered if he shouldn’t have killed him when he’d had the chance, removed what could be a future threat.

      But he didn’t have it in him to kill. Especially not his own brother. He never would.

      “Are you going to stare at me all day, or are we going in? I have a wife and throne to claim,” Mithanis barked irritably before striding past Cuinn.

      Cuinn hurried after him, inwardly wishing Kaeri the very best of luck.

      A scowling Venador soldier met them in the entrance courtyard, Windsong and his protective guard reluctantly stepping aside to allow Cuinn, Talyn, Soar and Mithanis through. “I am General Carvin Venador.”

      “Well met, General. I’m King Cuinn Acondor.” It still felt odd saying those words, processing those words. “This is Lord Aerin Dumnorix.” He gestured to Soar. “Prince Mithanis Acondor-Manunin, and my wife, Talyn Acondor-Dumnorix.”

      Something rippled over the general’s face when Cuinn introduced Mithanis. He thought it might be dislike. Or fear. Maybe both. Whatever it was, it didn’t bode well for Kaeri.

      “Who’s the ahara these days?” Soar asked mildly.

      “We thought we’d come and introduce ourselves,” Cuinn added with a cheerful smile.

      Carvin saluted and stepped backward with alacrity as Kaeri’s sharp voice rang out. “You did it!”

      All gazes turned to her as she came down the front steps and headed towards them with quick strides. Ariar was only a couple of paces behind her, grinning from ear to ear at the sight of them. Trailing them was Liadin and two Callanan; one of whom was waving frantically at Talyn while the other smiled brightly.

      Those smiles took all the remaining weight off Cuinn’s shoulders, and he felt Talyn relax beside him as well. They wouldn’t be smiling like that unless everything had gone as they’d hoped.

      Kaeri stopped before them, gaze going straight to Talyn, then Cuinn. “You have Mithranar?”

      “We do.” Cuinn glanced at Talyn. “Azrilan is dead. I am king.”

      “And you?” Talyn asked Kaeri, hope ringing in her voice.

      “For now, I am ahara of Montagn.” A smile teased at Kaeri’s mouth, but quickly vanished. “It is by no means a stable situation. Already food production has stopped now the slaves have been freed, and three Houses are on the verge of outright mutiny.”

      “I came to deliver your new husband. He might help with that.” Cuinn nudged Mithanis with a little smile. Mithanis glowered at him, but stepped forward and offered a polite bow.

      “He let you have the throne?” Kaeri looked all kinds of dubious.

      Cuinn opened his mouth, hesitated, then said, “He did. When I won it after a full Kingcouncil vote.”

      “The throne is Cuinn’s,” Mithanis agreed, causing several astonished stares to swing his way.

      “Perhaps a formal offer of alliance with the Twin Thrones and new, advantageous trading agreements would assist also?” Soar offered. “Ariar and I have full authority from King Aeris to negotiate with you, Ahara Venador.”

      “As does Lady Ciantar.” Cuinn pointed to the final member of the party. “Saniya is my new Kingcouncil lord responsible for foreign relations. Mithranar will do what we can to assist, Ahara Venador.”

      Kaeri’s shoulders relaxed. “I can’t promise that will solve all my issues, but it will help. It will help substantially. Thank you.”

      “Talyn and I can’t stay long.” Cuinn offered his hand. “But we’ll make a show here for a day or two, so it’s obvious you have our backing, and then I’ll leave Saniya behind to hammer out the new agreements. Lord Nightdrift, my trade councilor, will also be joining the negotiations shortly.” Once he got his head around his new role.

      Kaeri took his hand, shook warmly. “Welcome to Arataire, King Acondor. I look forward to being allies.”
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      Talyn took a deep breath of thick, humid air, savouring the hint of flowers and kahvi spices. It was a typically hot Mithranan afternoon, the monsoon season finally easing. Her cotton shirt stuck to her sweaty skin, and tendrils of hair were plastered to the side of her face.

      A few paces away Jasper slept on a blanket in the afternoon sun, bandages swathing most of his body. He was past the worst, Jystar assured them, and now just needed time to heal. The relief in hearing those words had been profound. Jasper had saved her life when he’d pulled her out of that slave camp, in more ways than one. She’d never forget what he’d done for all of them.

      “You’ve been very patient with me.”

      She turned at the sound of Cuinn’s musical voice, smiling when he appeared at the top of the ladder leading up to her rooftop garden. A day since returning from Arataire and the two of them were still sleeping in her old captain’s quarters in the Wolves’ barracks. Neither had wanted to move into his tower, though she supposed they’d soon have to take quarters in the central area of the palace.

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      He came to settle beside her, sparing a fond glance for Jasper before turning his attention to her. “Well, I’ve given the Wolf captaincy to Corrin, your place as Ciantar to Saniya, and the overall command of our army to Windsong. I haven’t even formally acknowledged you as queen yet.”

      She made a face. “I have no issue with you delaying that as long as you like.”

      “The thing is, I’m not going to,” he said carefully.

      Surprised, she lifted an eyebrow. “What are you talking about?”

      “Talyn, you will always have a place at my side in ruling this country. You need only say the word and I will hear your views, welcome you into my council, let you wrangle with my lords.” He reached out to take her hands, squeeze them. “But that’s not what you want.”

      “Cuinn, I chose to marry you. I knew what that meant when I made the choice, and I did it without hesitation.” She meant those words, let him feel it. “I wouldn’t go back, even if I could.”

      He smiled. “I’m aware. And I will never stop being grateful that you love me enough to make that choice. But I love you just as much, and I want a happy life for you.”

      “I’m not following,” she said, truly lost.

      “The Wolves have grown too numerous for a protective wing.” He cleared his throat, stepped back and let go of her hands. “Windsong is going to promote Corrin to Flight-Leader—he’ll command the full protective flight of the WingGuard, Wolves and Falcons both. Theac will return to being Wolf captain, and he will lead a single wing in charge of my protection.”

      She had no idea where Cuinn was going with this. “And?”

      “After our son is born, you will captain a second wing of Wolves.” His green eyes were steady on hers. “I want Mithranar to have a Callanan-Armun hybrid unit capable of operating beyond borders, collecting information, killing when necessary, capturing when not.”

      Her heart began to thud as he spoke, her throat closing over.

      “Your first priority might be undercover work in Montagn helping Kaeri keep her throne. Perhaps you might also look to contain the more violent gangs operating on the docks here and in Acleu.” He paused. “Of course, Zamaril would join you in this unit. Cynia and Leviana too, I suspect. I very much doubt they’re going back to the Twin Thrones.”

      A life with her fellow warriors, fighting, planning, travelling. A life as a warrior, not as a queen or a commander. The life she’d never stopped wanting.

      “What about our son?” She tried to squelch the hope before it took hold. “What you’re describing, I’d be away a lot, I’ll—”

      “Our son will have a father always by his side, and sixty devoted Wolves to ensure his safety. He will have an aunt on the Kingcouncil, and a mother who will love him every moment she is here.” Cuinn smiled a little. “And when he is old enough, he will have a home in Ryathl with Aeris and the rest of our family for a time.”

      “And you?”

      “I will miss you fiercely when you are gone.” He stepped closer, framing her face with his hands. “But I will be happy knowing that you are happy. Being king is my destiny, Talyn, not yours, and I must be strong enough to shoulder it alone.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered, pressing her forehead into his chest, his shirt soaking up her tears.

      “Thank you.” He breathed into her hair. “For a life fulfilled, Talyn Ciantar.”

      “Talyn?”

      “Yes?”

      “Would you still give anything? To go back to the life you had before I died?”

      Her breath caught. But the answer came without hesitation. “No.”

      “I’m glad.”

      An unrestrained smile of joy spread over her face, still pressed against Cuinn’s chest. “We’re going to be Callanan again, Sari.”

      “You and me and Zamaril. I can’t wait.”

      A rush of air had them breaking apart reluctantly, Talyn scrubbing at her wet cheeks. It was Anrun Windsong, dropping to the ground and bowing respectfully. “Your Grace. I apologise for the interruption, but Lord Swiftwing has asked to begin Kingcouncil early this morning. He plans an early afternoon departure for Acleu.”

      Cuinn huffed a good-natured breath. “I should be glad he’s volunteered to go and assist Nightdrift and Saniya over there. And I could use his sharp mind on those agreements. I’ll see you later, Talyn.”

      He kissed her, lingering when she tugged him closer, then left with a smile and a hint of song that wrapped her in his love. Windsong remained once Cuinn had disappeared down the ladder, looking after him in a contemplative fashion. “In many ways, he is his mother’s son.”

      Startled, Talyn glanced at him. “Why would you say that? He’s nothing like her.”

      Windsong turned his contemplative gaze to her. “I believe I knew her a lot better than either of you did, Captain Dynan.”

      Talyn stared at him. The emotion in his voice sent her instincts sparking powerfully to life, and Zamaril’s puzzlement over Windsong came back to her in a rush. All this time it had been playing at the back of her mind. Zamaril had seen Windsong before. Before ever going to the SkyReach. And Zamaril wasn’t the type to mistake something like that.

      “It was you. You put them all in the pardonable cells that day,” she said slowly. “How did you even know?”

      A little smile crossed his face. “Sarana and I corresponded frequently, though always discreetly. I was the only one she told about her plans to request a Kingshield for Cuinn.” Windsong shrugged. “I merely ensured you had the right men in your unit. But not even I could have imagined what you turned them into. Your arrival in Mithranar saved us all, Talyn Dynan. I don’t know how we can ever thank you.”

      Talyn stared. Windsong smiled and turned, wings lifting for flight.

      “Windsong!”

      “Captain?” He turned.

      “Cuinn’s father never died, did he?” she said slowly.

      Windsong smiled again. And in a breath. A single heartbeat. His glamour vanished. And there, staring across at her in the hot afternoon sunlight, was a pair of luminous sea-green eyes.

      Bright as the stars in the night sky.

      

      
        
        The End
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Consider a review?

      

      

      ‘Your words are as important to an author as an author’s words are to you’

      

      I REALLY hope you enjoyed the conclusion to this series!!!I would be truly humbled if you would consider taking the time to leave an honest review on GoodReads and Amazon (it doesn’t have to be long - a few words or a single sentence is absolutely fine!).

      Reviews are the lifeblood of any book, and more reviews help my books achieve greater visibility and perform better in Amazon’s ranking algorithms. This is a MASSIVE help for an indie author.  Not to mention a review can absolutely make my day!

      

      Review A Tale of Stars and Shadow on Amazon

      Review A Tale of Stars and Shadow on Goodreads
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        * * *

      

      Want to delve further into the world of A Tale of Stars and Shadow? By signing up to Lisa’s monthly newsletter, The Dock City Chronicle, you’ll get free access to exclusive bonus content, including:

      •	A short ebook - A Tale of Two Callanan

      •	Maps to download

      •	A download of We Fly As One - a song written and recorded for A Tale of Stars and Shadow by Peny Bohan

      The Chronicle will also keep you up to date with all the details on Lisa’s upcoming books, special content for her followers, and invites to her events (as well as her advance reader team).

      
        
        Click here to sign up!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Lisa is a self-published fantasy author by day and book nerd in every other spare moment she has. She’s a self-confessed coffee snob (don’t try coming near her with any of that instant coffee rubbish) but is willing to accept all other hot drink aficionados, even tea drinkers.

      She lives in the Australia’s capital city, Canberra, and like all Australians, is pretty much in constant danger from highly poisonous spiders, crocodiles, sharks, and drop bears, to name a few. As you can see, she is also pro-Oxford comma.

      A 2019 SPFBO finalist, Lisa has published the YA fantasy series The Mage Chronicles, and has just released the final book in her latest epic fantasy series A Tale of Stars and Shadow. She has also partnered up with One Girl, an Australian charity working to build a world where all girls have access to quality education. A world where all girls — no matter where they are born or how much money they have — enjoy the same rights and opportunities as boys. A percentage of all Lisa’s royalties go to One Girl.

      You can also follow Lisa on Instagram and Facebook

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Lisa Cassidy

          

        

      

    

    
      The Mage Chronicles

      DarkSkull Hall

      Taliath

      Darkmage

      Heartfire

      

      A Tale of Stars and Shadow

      A Tale of Stars and Shadow

      A Prince of Song and Shade

      A King of Masks and Magic

      A Duet of Sword and Song
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