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      A cold wind gusted, whipping the little girl’s hair back from her face. She whimpered as thunder crashed overhead and her small body burrowed deeper into her brother’s arms. Though at nine he was only four years old than her, when she glanced up at his serious face, it softened into a reassuring smile for her sake.

      The wind gusted again, causing the small boat they were on to rock wildly. Icy needles of rain pelted against her face and a violent shiver racked her small frame. Fear curled in her; she wanted to go home, where it was safe and warm and her mother would tuck her into bed with a story and a kiss on the forehead.

      “Papa!” her brother called out. “This isn’t good for Alyx.”

      Their father turned, his tall figure outlined in the darkness for a moment by a bright flash of lightning.

      “We won’t be long, lad. Just look after her another minute.”

      Then his attention was gone, back to the two shadowy figures he stood with—their mother, and an older man Alyx vaguely recognised.

      Her brother’s arms tightened around her. “It’s going to be okay, Aly-girl,” he murmured in her ear. “Remember who I am?”

      “My big brother,” she mumbled into his shoulder.

      “And what do big brothers do?”

      She smiled a little now. This routine never failed to calm her. “Look after their baby sisters.”

      “That’s right.” He cuddled her tightly to him.

      Alyx looked back at where her parents stood with the older man. Something about the sight made the dread she’d been feeling return, and not even her brother’s warm arms around her could stop it. She wanted to look away but was riveted by the sight of the three figures. She strained to hear their voices, hoping they would stop talking soon and take her home.

      “They’ll be safe with us,” her father shouted over the wind, desperation in his voice as he looked at her mother.

      “Shouldn’t they go to DarkSkull, or even the Island?” the older man asked, meeting Alyx’s eyes briefly before looking back at her father.

      “They’re too young for us to know yet. Sending them to either place could be useless.”

      “But they’d be safe.”

      “I don’t think any of the mages or Taliath will be safe for a long while.”

      Alyx’s mother turned to the older man, speaking for the first time. “Garan is right.” she told him. “We’ve talked about this already, Astor.”

      “We can keep them safe.” Her father spoke again, stepping closer to her mother.

      “No, you know why they’re coming for us. The two of us can’t protect them alone.” She looked like it hurt to speak the words, but she was resolute, green eyes bright with a sheen of tears. “We have to hide.”

      “We can protect them,” her father responded steadily. “The two of us, together, we can do it.”

      “No, we can’t. You know it too; you just refuse to accept it.”

      Momentary silence fell, and the older man spoke into it. “All right. The decision has been made. Temari, are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?”

      “No. I’ll be fine. Help Garan keep her safe.”

      The older man nodded, and after a moment left the other two alone, making his way towards Alyx and her brother.

      “Come on, you two. We need to get you settled so the boat can leave.”

      “Isn’t the sea too rough for a boat this small?” her brother asked, sounding far older than his years.

      “Not if it sticks close to the coastline, lad. It will be fine.”

      Astor began hustling them into the small cabin on the boat, and Alyx was suddenly afraid her parents would disappear forever.

      “No!” She struggled against her brother’s hold, trying to keep them in sight.

      “Let her be,” her brother spoke sharply to Astor. “She’s fine with me.”

      Her parents were still talking, and although Alyx couldn’t really understand the content of what was being said, she could just make out the words.

      “Darien won’t betray us. Alyx and I will be safe here. He’s my oldest friend, Temari.”

      “I know.” But her mother’s green eyes looked stormy.

      “Stay with us.” Her father’s voice turned pleading. “Both of you. It will hurt them to be separated.”

      “You know I can’t.”

      “I’m not enough for you,” her father said. “I understand.”

      “You know I wish things could be different, Garan, I just…”

      Garan sighed and reached out a hand to gently touch her cheek. “I do understand.”

      “Thank you,” she said brokenly as tears mixed with the rain droplets running down her face. “I’m so sorry for everything.”

      He smiled, even though his eyes were full of pain. “I don’t regret a single second. Know that.”

      “I don’t either.”

      “Goodbye.”

      Garan’s hand reached out to clasp tightly to her mother’s. They didn’t embrace further, but Alyx saw enough in both her parent’s eyes to make her feel even more afraid and uncertain. She didn’t understand what was happening, and she clung tighter to her brother.

      “Let go of Alyx, lad.” Their father came over, pitching his voice above the storm. “You have to go with your mother.”

      “No!” Her brother’s arms tightened around Alyx. “I thought we were going together. I’m not leaving my sister behind!”

      “I’m sorry.” Her father gently pushed back wet strands of hair from the boy’s forehead. “You want to keep Alyx safe, don’t you?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then you have to be apart from her. If you stay together, she’ll be in danger. The best thing you can do to protect your sister is to go with your mother.”

      Alyx glanced between them; her brother looked torn. After a moment his arms loosened and he let go of her. The fear flooded back, and she started trembling. None of this made any sense.

      “No,” she whimpered, clutching at her brother’s arm. “Don’t go.”

      “I’ll see you again, Aly-girl.” A sad smile broke across her brother’s serious face. “I promise.”

      “It will be all right,” her father soothed. “Let him go.”

      She shook her head, clinging determinedly to his sleeve. He knelt and gently pried her fingers away, leaning in to give her a warm kiss on her cheek. Astor joined them, one hand settling on Alyx’s shoulder in reassurance.

      “Do as Papa says.” Her brother gave her a sad smile. “It’s all going to be okay. I’ll see you again soon.”

      Alyx watched, not understanding, as he walked away to join their mother. She said something to him, and then crossed to kneel before Alyx. Her green eyes were dark, her face wet with more than just the rain.

      “You be good, Aly-girl.” She pulled her into a hug. “I’m doing this to keep you safe. You need to be safe, and happy.”

      Alyx clung as tightly to her mother as she had to her brother, and eventually Temari had to gently pull her away and stand back. “I love you.”

      Before Alyx could respond, her father was picking her up and climbing off the boat onto the dock. Astor was the last of them to leave the rocking boat, stepping away to give Alyx and her father some privacy.

      “Papa, I want to go with them.” She struggled in his hold. “Why are they leaving? I don’t want to say goodbye.”

      “I’m sorry,” he murmured in her ear. “You’ll understand one day, I promise.”

      Alyx’s brother raised his hand in farewell while her mother untied the mooring ropes and the boat slowly moved out into the water. Soon it began fading from sight, hidden by the night and a curtain of falling rain.

      “It’s okay, Aly-girl.” He held her tighter. “You and me, we’re going to be okay.”

      Alyx looked up to see the tears welling in her father’s eyes as he watched the boat leave, and followed his gaze. Her mother stood there at the rail, barely visible now, her gaze steady on Alyx and her father. As Alyx stared harder, trying to keep sight of them for as long as possible, an odd numbness seeped through her body.

      Then the boat disappeared entirely and Alyx began crying, the tears streaming down her face. Everything was wrong. Something inside her understood she wasn’t going to see them again for a long time, and she cried harder, wriggling to try and get free so she could run after them, beg them to stop.

      “I love you, darling girl.”

      The words whispered deep in Alyx’s mind, and for a moment, deep love filled her. It was her mother’s, powerful and enduring, and then it was gone, and darkness claimed her.

      

      When Alyx awoke from a deep sleep, it was daylight and she was in her bed at home.

      “Papa?” She blinked. He was sitting by her bed. “What happened?”

      “You don’t remember?” he asked carefully.

      “No. Why are you in my room?”

      He smiled and leaned forward to kiss her brow. “Just watching you sleep, baby girl.”
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      Alyx’s riding boots crunched on the pebbled drive as she crossed from the main house to the stables. It was a warm morning already, and she was glad she had decided not to wear her jacket. The interior of the stables smelled like horses, straw and leather tack as she stepped inside, waiting a moment for her eyes to adjust to the dimmer light. One of her father’s grooms was mucking out a stall nearby, but he looked up at her entrance, his posture straightening immediately.

      “Hello, Henri,” Alyx greeted him. “Would you saddle Daffodil for me?”

      “Of course, my Lady.” Henri nodded. “I won’t be long.”

      Alyx waited outside in the sunshine until Henri appeared leading her small white mare. He offered her his hand as she stepped onto the mounting block, then helped lift her into the saddle. “Enjoy your day, Lady Egalion.”

      “Thank you, Henri,” she said. “I’ll be back before dark.”

      Alyx urged Daffodil into a trot over the short grass before pulling up under the window of her father’s study. He was in there, concentrating at his desk, but smiled as he looked up and saw her.

      “I’m going for a ride over to the palace, Papa. Don’t worry, I’ll be back in time for the dinner this evening.”

      “Ride carefully.” Her father sighed. “Say hello to Cayr for me.”

      Alyx turned her mare towards the front gate. The wide iron gates stood open at this time of the afternoon, and as she paused by the edge of the path to allow a cart full of hay from their fields to pass through, she glanced back.

      Her home was a beautiful one, a graceful three-story estate with arched windows facing out over the front of the property. The stables sat off to the left of the house, a long terracotta-roofed building adjacent to an exercise yard for the horses. At a good distance behind the house were the servants’ quarters and storage sheds. The remaining space of the main property was covered in beautifully landscaped gardens which ran all the way up to the boundary of the royal estate, lands that covered the entire hill above their home.

      The cart cleared the gate and Alyx rode through, crossing the wide road that passed her house and wound up into the hill above them to the palace. On the other side of the road ran a deep river that flowed down into the city below. She followed the river away from the city as it curved up the hill. Now she was on royal land, though the palace itself was still quite a distance away, through many acres of lovingly kept gardens.

      Daffodil slowed as they reached the top of the hill, but Alyx allowed it. She loved the winding paths leading through the picturesque palace gardens. Even though she’d grown up spending her days playing amongst them, she never tired of their beauty. It was summer, and the carefully arranged flowers were in full bloom, a veritable rainbow of blues, reds, yellows and pinks. The air smelled sweet with their fragrance, and Alyx breathed it in deeply. There could be nothing more beautiful in the world than this place.

      Some minutes later she rounded a corner in the path, and the sandstone walls of the palace came into sight. The walls gleamed golden in the early afternoon sunlight. It was such a large, rambling building that the rays of sunset never failed to light up the area in a glow that–for a few minutes each day–could be seen for miles around.

      Not far ahead of where she had stopped to admire the view was the inner palace wall and a wide-arched gate that led inside. She knew from experience that officers from the king’s Royal Blue Guard would be manning the gate, and so she turned the mare off the path instead.

      Reaching a small field of green, she dismounted and left Daffodil to graze placidly in the sunlight. Hiking up her skirts, she then pushed through a thicket of trees and came to a smaller, secret gate set in amongst thickly growing ivy covering the wall. The gate was well oiled from use and opened easily at her touch. The other side revealed another copse of fir trees, more garden, and beyond that the walls of the north-eastern wing of the palace.

      Alyx walked through the trees and around the side of the building. After crossing a pebbled pathway that wound around a pretty gazebo she entered a large courtyard. Bushes and flowerbeds lined the base of the walls, and ivy crawled up the sandstone to frame the row of arched windows set into the wall. Alyx glanced around, waiting for the guard on patrol to pass by, before dashing across the courtyard to the window on the far end of the wall.

      It was unlocked, as always, and Alyx turned the catch to swing the window inwards. Curtains obscured her progress for a second but she pushed them aside and climbed through into the room beyond.

      A gangly figure lay stretched out on the bed inside, a slight frown on his face as he concentrated on a book. He looked up at her entrance and a wide smile crossed his impossibly handsome face. Tossing the book to the floor, the prince of Rionn sat up, raking a hand through tousled blonde hair.

      “You’re late,” he chided affectionately, bright blue eyes sparkling as they always did when he saw her.

      Alyx shrugged. “It’s a beautiful summer day, I was enjoying the ride up. Besides, these skirts make it difficult to creep through trees and avoid Bluecoat patrols.”

      Cayr raised his eyebrows at her. “You love wearing those skirts. Ever since your sixteenth birthday you’ve made sure to have the best and the prettiest.”

      “I can’t have the other girls in the palace outdoing me; I’m an Egalion,” she responded airily. “If I ran around in breeches like when we were children I’d be a social outcast.”

      “And would that be the worst thing in the world?”

      “It would.”

      He made a face. “My father certainly doesn’t appreciate me showing up for dinner with dirt smudges and patchy clothes anymore.”

      “You’re seventeen now, a whole year older than me,” she said. “You’re surprised your father expects more than he would of a child?”

      “No. But it was much easier when we were children. You could have just come to see me through my front door, you know?”

      “If I’d done that, your father and mine, and every other important noble in residence would have known I was here visiting you.”

      “You didn’t tell your father you were coming?”

      She sighed and flopped onto the bed beside Cayr. “Not specifically. But he guessed. I’ve been visiting you since I was five years old, Cayr. Why does it have to be such a big deal now?”

      “You know why.”

      “I don’t think I do.”

      “Really?” He raised an eyebrow. “What does your father say?”

      “He says we’re getting too old, and that very soon it will be inappropriate. He cares so much what the court thinks. It’s frustrating.”

      “Says the girl who thinks being a social outcast would be the worst thing ever.” He sighed. “Your father is right, Alyx. We’re not children anymore. I’m the heir to the throne, and it matters what the court thinks. Propriety is important. If they knew we were alone together in my bedroom right now...”

      She pushed away from him. “I know that! But you’re my best friend in the world, and that’s never going to change. Do you want a chaperone watching whenever we spend time together? Because that’s what will happen if we do things the appropriate way.”

      “We’ll work something out, Alyx. I promise.”

      A knock came at the door in the room beyond, and Cayr bounced up and strode out of the bedroom. Alyx followed, straightening her skirts with an irritated sigh. Cayr was already opening the door to his quarters by the time she came through, greeting the new arrival with another beaming smile.

      “Dashan!”

      “Prince Cayr,” the visitor said with a wide grin as he entered the room. “Not too busy for a visit from an old friend?”

      “I’m never too busy for you, you know that. Come in and sit down.”

      Alyx smothered another sigh. After her recent wrangling with her father, the last thing she needed was a dose of Dashan’s irritating presence, despite how pleased Cayr was to see him.

      Dashan was three years older than Alyx, and just over two years older than Cayr, but the three of them had grown up together. Dashan was an unlikely member of the group; the illegitimate son of the head of the king’s Blue Guard and a Shiven mistress he’d kept briefly, making Dashan a commoner and—even worse in the eyes of Rionnan society—of Shiven blood.

      Alyx was six, only a few months past being told her mother had died, and Cayr seven, when Lord-General Caverlock had reluctantly brought his nine-year-old son to the palace to attend King’s Council. The king had suggested that Dashan go and play with his own son while he held Council. Cayr and Dashan had taken to each other instantly. By the time Caverlock had returned to collect his son, the two boys were firm friends.

      Alyx and Dashan had not clicked so easily. He’d instantly assumed from Alyx’s haughty manner of speech that she thought she was above him, and she’d seen him as a wild, dirty boy who didn’t care about rules and propriety. Still, despite Alyx’s mixed feelings about Dashan, it always felt like family and home when the three of them were together.

      As Alyx glanced at him now, she was surprised at how grown-up he looked in his Blue Guard uniform. His father had forced him to enlist in the king’s elite cavalry unit, informally known as the Bluecoats, almost two years earlier. He was tall, too, with broad shoulders and muscular arms. A day’s worth of stubble covered his jaw, the same chocolate brown as his short-cropped hair. He looked between Cayr and Alyx with a pair of expressive, dark brown eyes that unfortunately reminded everyone of his Shiven blood. Alyx had heard rumours of Dashan and his growing renown for chasing women, and looking at him now, she believed them.

      Privately, Alyx thought Cayr the much better looking with his golden hair, bright blue eyes and open, laughing smile.

      “Alyx,” Dashan said now, a wide smile crossing his face. “How lovely to see you.”

      She bridled at his mocking tone. “I’m surprised you had time to visit your old friends, what with all your gambling and shirking duties whenever you can.”

      Annoyingly, he laughed aloud. “I see our dear Alyx hasn’t changed much, Cayr. Still as biting as ever!”

      “I hate to tell you, but you provoke that in her.” Cayr grinned and clapped him on the back. “So what brings you here?”

      “I haven’t seen you both for a while and thought to come and spend some time with my old friends.” Dashan dropped into a chair, long legs sprawling out in front of him. “Have you got anything good to drink in here?”

      “Nothing that’s appropriate to be drinking halfway through the afternoon.” Cayr smiled, dropping into another chair.

      “Says who?” Dashan raised an eyebrow.

      “I was beginning to think you’d forgotten about us,” Alyx said pointedly, knowing that Cayr had missed Dashan’s presence keenly in the past couple of years. Their times together had been few and far between, hence Alyx’s surprise at Dashan’s sudden growth into manhood.

      “Unfortunately, some of us have orders to follow,” Dashan said. “We can’t just do whatever we’d like, whenever we’d like.”

      “The last time we saw you, you were drunk out of your mind and singing loudly under Cayr’s bedroom window,” Alyx said. “We were forced to sober you up in the palace kitchens before one of the Bluecoats saw you in that state and reported it to your father. Is that what you call following orders?”

      “You remember that?” He winced. “Well, it was my birthday. You’re supposed to celebrate on your birthday.”

      “I like your timing,” Cayr spoke before Alyx could. “I’ll need to dress formally for my father’s dinner tonight, and you’re much better than me at picking out what looks good.”

      Dashan grinned again. “Lead the way, my young friend. I’ll have the ladies swooning over you all evening.”

      “Why does he have to have ladies swooning all over him?” Alyx asked in irritation.

      “He’s the prince and heir of Rionn, Alyx.” Dashan winked. “It’s mandatory that he have ladies swooning over him, at least until he’s married. I mean, look at the man, he’s both rich and handsome. I’m sure you’ve noticed.”

      Dashan’s grin widened as Alyx tried not to flush and Cayr looked embarrassed.

      “Will you be around tonight, Dash?” Cayr asked, adroitly changing the subject. “We could share a late supper in the kitchens once dinner is over?”

      “Unfortunately not,” Dashan said. “I’m on duty tonight, far from the palace. Your father certainly doesn’t want my Shiven features visible to any of his important guests.”

      Alyx caught the undertone of acerbity in Dashan’s voice, but dreamer Cayr was oblivious as always and smiled at what on the surface had sounded like a joking comment.

      “I’d best go,” she said. “Leave you two to work out how to make all the court ladies swoon over Cayr.”

      “Don’t leave on my account,” Dashan said, rising to his feet. “I came to see you too, Alyx.”

      “It’s all right. I have some things to do before I need to get ready for dinner.” She sighed and swallowed her irritation. “It was good to see you, though. Don’t be such a stranger.”

      Dashan smiled. “Well, when a pretty girl asks so nicely….”

      “I don’t know why I bother.” She snorted and turned for the door.

      “I’ll see you tonight, Alyx.” Cayr smiled.

      “Be good.” Dashan winked.

      

      Alyx left through Cayr’s front door, making her way through the halls and corridors of the palace. The palace was busy at this time of day, and she was greeted by a number of familiar faces.

      Crossing to the other side of the palace, away from the private quarters of the royal family and into the public wing where most of the business of the kingdom happened, she arrived at her goal. A single Bluecoat stood guard at the door to a suite of rooms.

      “Lady Egalion.” He saluted.

      “Hello again, Lieutenant.” She’d seen the young man around the palace before, and he seemed pleased she recognised him. “Is he in?”

      “Yes, my lady.” He stepped aside and opened the door for her. “Let me know if you need anything, Lady Egalion. I’m on duty here for another two hours.”

      “Thank you, Lieutenant.”

      Alyx made her way down a thickly carpeted hall and pushed open the door at the end. The room was circular and filled with afternoon sunlight from the large windows set in every wall. Beyond the glass, the palace gardens bloomed.

      Alyx’s godfather sat in a plush chair by one of the windows. A book sat open on his lap, but he was staring out the windows, frowning in thought. Studying him, she thought she could see new wrinkles around his eyes.

      “Astor?” she called out. “Is everything okay?”

      “Alyx?” He looked surprised to see her, and a smile quickly replaced the troubled look on his face. “What brings you here to see an old man?”

      “I was visiting Cayr,” she explained.

      “Of course,” he said. “Come in, take a seat. I’ve got some hot tea here, and there’s plenty to share.”

      She glanced around the room. Almost all the free space was taken up by bookcases overflowing with dusty tomes and sheaves of parchment. Despite the warmth of the summer day, Astor was wearing his habitual hooded black robe. A wide black belt of intricate knot work held the robe closed, the ties hanging down almost as far as his knees. It might have looked baggy on his tall, lean frame, but it had been tailored to make him look distinguished rather than frumpy. Idly, she wondered whether all mages wore the same thing.

      “So what made you decide that my company was better than our young prince’s?” he asked.

      Alyx sighed. “Dashan showed up.”

      “Ah.” Astor’s eyes twinkled.

      “I hate it when you say ‘ah’ like that,” she grumbled. “It’s like you know something I don’t. It’s very annoying.”

      “I’m your godfather. I’m supposed to know things that you don’t.”

      “If you’re my godfather, why haven’t you ever told me anything about your life as Rionn’s lord-mage?” she asked. “For example, is that an official lord-mage black robe, or do all of you wear them?”

      He chuckled. “The latter. And you’ve never been interested before.”

      She smiled. “Fair enough. Are you going to the dinner tonight?”

      Astor sighed and sat back in his chair. “No, child.”

      “Why not? Papa tells me the king has invited all his senior lords and their families. You’re the lord-mage. Isn’t your attendance mandatory?”

      Astor didn’t reply, instead looking away from her.

      “Astor, what is it?”

      He sighed, crossing then uncrossing his legs. “I’ve resigned as lord-mage. The king has appointed a new one.”

      Alyx started, surprise warring with confusion and making her words sharper than she’d intended. “What, why?”

      “I’m not getting any younger, if you haven’t noticed.” He gave her a sad smile. “And I was never particularly powerful. The king needs someone younger and stronger.”

      Alyx hadn’t noticed Astor getting older. In fact, apart from the couple of extra wrinkles she’d noticed, he looked just the same as he always had: a tall man with silver-grey hair cut close to his head, a neatly trimmed beard, and sharp blue eyes a shade darker than Cayr’s.

      “This is…” she stuttered, utterly thrown. “You can’t just leave. Rionn doesn’t need a stronger mage.”

      Astor shifted in his chair. “The king has promised me an estate. In truth, I’m looking forward to my retirement.”

      “Does my father know about this?”

      “He has known for some time.” He nodded. “Your father, the king and I talked about it together.”

      Alyx stood with a frown. Astor was one of the most stable pillars of her life outside Cayr, Dashan and her father, and this news shook her.

      “So you’re leaving the palace? I don’t want you to go, Astor. Who else am I going to visit when Cayr is busy?”

      “You’ll be fine, child.” He gave her a reassuring smile. “And you’re welcome to visit me as often as you wish.”

      “You say you want this, but you’ve been shifting in that chair incessantly since I walked in. There’s something you’re not telling me.”

      He chuckled. “You have quite an imagination.”

      “No.” Alyx had known Astor since childhood, and he’d never been fidgety around her. “There’s something else.”

      “There’s nothing else,” he said firmly. “Now, it’s almost dusk. You should be getting back home.”

      Alyx hesitated at the door. “Has the new lord-mage been to Alistriem before? I can’t recall a mage travelling through the city for almost a year now.”

      “No, I don’t believe he has. He’s come direct from Carhall, where he was working for the Mage Council. I understand he left their service to take up this appointment.”

      “So there are a lot more mages in Tregaya?” Alyx referred to Rionn’s northern neighbour, of which Carhall was the capital.

      Astor chucked. “Many, many more, child. And in Zandia and Shivasa too.”

      She frowned. “So why do we only have one, the lord-mage?”

      “That is a very long story, and I’m fairly certain you have a formal dinner to prepare for.”

      She was late. Alyx hesitated in the doorway, a sense of loss filling her. “Will you still be here tomorrow?”

      Astor crossed the room to draw her into a warm hug. “I won’t be moving for another week or so while I help Lord-Mage Casovar settle in. Make sure you come for another visit soon.”

      “I will,” she promised, stepping back.

      “Good. Now get along with you.” He was smiling at her, but his gaze was distant—as if his thoughts were miles away from her and the Alistriem palace.
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      Alyx rode back through the palace gardens, still savouring them despite her hurry. When she reached the river, she followed its banks all the way back to the still-open gates of her home.

      Her father was wealthy, a close friend of the king’s as well as being amongst his most senior advisors. Their estate, just above the city and adjacent to the palace grounds, had been held by her family for generations.

      The hill she’d ridden down—owned entirely by the royal family—reached its pinnacle on a sharp precipice, with a river running from the hills beyond that flowed down past Alyx’s home and out to the ocean. The palace sat at the top of the precipice, looking down over the city of Alistriem, capital of Rionn.

      The western face of the precipice ran down to picturesque blue ocean, a delight for royal guests staying in rooms on the western side of the palace. The southern face of the hill was where Alistriem sprawled. The forested eastern side of the hill sloped down until it hit the wide road leading either out to the east or to the south of the country, depending on which fork was taken at the junction.

      Beyond Alistriem lay miles and miles of rich, green farming land nestled amidst rolling hills and myriad lakes and streams. Further south, hardier travellers hit thick, lush forests, which covered the southern tip of the large peninsula that formed Rionn.

      From stories read as a child, as well as what she’d learned from her lessons, Alyx knew that if she travelled north of Alistriem, she would almost immediately hit the rugged, forested, mountain terrain that marked the northern-most border of Rionn. The border area was close to impassable, and Rionn did much of its trade with the rest of the world via shipping; their western coastline was ideal for it with deep harbours and more shallow ports. Beyond the northern border of Rionn were the infinitely larger kingdoms of Tregaya, Shivasa and to the far, far north, the desert country of Zandia.

      Alyx rode through the front gates of her home at a canter, taking Daffodil to the stables and waiting for Henri to come out and help her dismount.

      “I’ll get her unsaddled and rubbed down, Lady Egalion,” Henri said cheerfully.

      “Thanks.” She rubbed the mare’s nose affectionately. “Make sure she gets a nice hot mash, too.”

      Alyx skipped up the front steps and pushed through the double doors, pausing for a moment on the threshold. No matter how many times she saw it, she was always struck by the magnificence of the entrance foyer. Directly across from her, a large painting depicting a rolling Rionnan landscape hung above three closed doorways that led to other parts of the house. Completing the look was a hundred-candle chandelier that hung from the middle of the ceiling. When lit on formal occasions, the chandelier alone was a sight to behold.

      But Alyx was distracted from the familiar beauty of the foyer as she stepped down into it and saw her father waiting there, a disapproving frown firmly in place.

      Garan Egalion had a handsome but strong face and a piercing gaze that could quell people with a single look when he was angry. On more than one occasion as a child, Alyx and Cayr had peeked through the door during the king’s Council meetings and watched her father use his air of formidable capability to bring the other Council members into line when they fought over contentious issues.

      “Where have you been, Aly-girl?”

      “Visiting Cayr,” she replied. “But I’ve come back in plenty of time to get ready for the dinner, Papa.”

      “I know you and Cayr are close, and I’m not going to forbid you seeing the boy, but can’t you understand why I worry about you climbing into his bedroom at any hour of the day?”

      “You keep saying that we’re older now, and that changes things,” she said. “I know it’s true, but we’re not anywhere near marriageable age yet, let alone betrothal age. Cayr is still four years from his coming of age. He’s my best friend, Papa. I can’t remember my life without him in it. That’s never going to change.”

      Garan sighed. “Things do change when you get older, Alyx, whether you want them to or not. You’ve had a very sheltered upbringing, but you’ll see what I mean very soon, if you haven’t already.”

      She grinned cheekily at him. “You’re talking about kissing, aren’t you?”

      “That, amongst other things,” he said dryly. “What do you know about kissing anyway?”

      “Lissa was talking about it when we were at the ponds the other day. Apparently Jaran kissed her by the rock pools last Seventhday.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes, she was giggling and blushing about it all day.” Alyx thought briefly. “I don’t know why. Jaran is ugly. He has pimples on his chin.”

      Her father laughed aloud at that, and his formidable expression softened. “I’m glad you think so. Now, that’s enough talk about kissing for today. Go and get ready for dinner. We need to leave soon.”

      “Yes, Papa.” She reached up and kissed him on the cheek, then ran off to get ready.

      “Alyx?” His voice stopped her.

      “Yes?” When she looked back at him, the disapproving frown had been replaced by a look she thought might be sadness.

      “You may be years away from marriageable age, but you are of courting age now. That means it is inappropriate for you to spend significant amounts of time alone with a young man, best friend or otherwise, especially in his bedroom,” he said. “You know that I am right.”

      “I do,” she said reluctantly.

      “So no more sneaking in through his bedroom window?”

      “Papa...”

      “I’m serious about this, Alyx. If you won’t follow my rules, I will consider forbidding you to see him.”

      “All right.” She stifled the annoyed sigh that wanted to escape, knowing it would only make him angrier. “I won’t sneak in anymore.”

      He sighed. “All right, get along with you.”

      

      Alyx’s rooms were spacious and airy. Three high, arched windows along the northern wall provided a lovely view out towards the palace and its beautiful gardens.

      Cayr’s face floated into Alyx’s mind as her maid busied herself buttoning up her pastel-green dinner gown and a flush warmed her face as Dashan’s teasing words floated back to her. She had noticed how handsome he was, and despite her protestations to her father, deep down she knew things were changing.

      “Make sure you get my hair right, Dana,” she said to the maid. She wanted to look good tonight. Obligingly, Dana finished buttoning her dress before seating Alyx before the mirror.

      Her hair was nice enough, she supposed, though dark brown wasn’t an exciting colour, and sometimes it was so straight that it looked like it had no life. Her face was narrow, but not horribly so, and the freckles dotting her nose and cheeks weren’t awful. Her eyes were probably her best feature; dark green with flecks of gold, they stood out prettily against the fairness of her complexion.

      It took an hour for the maid to do her hair into an elaborate braid. By the time she’d finished, Alyx was happy to escape the fussing and fled the room to meet her father.

      Her father stood in the foyer, looking tall and dashing in a silk black coat and breeches. He was frowning down at the cuffs on his shirt, so absorbed in his thoughts he hadn’t noticed her appearance. Worry flickered in her.

      “What’s wrong, Papa?”

      He turned at her voice, a warm smile eclipsing the look of worry. “You look beautiful. I can’t believe my little girl is already growing into a young woman.”

      “You were frowning,” she said, not willing to drop the matter. “Is everything all right?”

      “It’s nothing you need worry your pretty little head about.” He offered his arm, and they walked outside to the waiting coach. “You know I have many responsibilities in my position. Some of them weigh more heavily at times, that’s all.”

      “You could have told me about Astor,” she grumbled.

      “He told you then? I’m sorry, but I didn’t want to upset you.”

      “Have you met the new lord-mage?”

      “Briefly. I think he will be of great value to the king. You’ll meet him tonight, in fact. He’s been invited to dinner.”

      “Why does Rionn even need a stronger lord-mage? That’s what Astor said when I asked him why he was retiring.”

      The frown from earlier reappeared. “It’s always good for a country to have a strong lord-mage. Astor is getting old, after all, and he deserves retirement.”

      “If that’s true, why does Rionn just have one mage?”

      “Well, that’s not technically true. Mages often travel through Rionn, and sometimes they’ll lend a hand when our crops are struggling in a particular region, or if there’s an outbreak of sickness. The Mage Council even sent a couple of warrior mages when we had that issue with pirates a few years ago,” he said. “It’s just that Rionn only has one mage sworn to the king’s service.”

      “Why?”

      “We used to have more, but that was many years ago, when I was a young man and everyone still remembered the time of war,” Garan said. “But as peacetime took hold, Astor did such a good job the king didn’t feel he needed more mages. Where are all these questions coming from, anyway?”

      “Astor has been the lord-mage my whole life, and now without warning he’s leaving,” Alyx said. “He seemed uncomfortable this afternoon too, even though he told me this was what he wanted. It was odd.”

      “I’m sure he does feel odd about it. As you say, he’s been the lord-mage a long time.”

      “There was something more,” she insisted.

      “Well, I suppose I prefer these questions over you asking about whether Lissa’s dress at the last ball was better than Karina’s,” Garan teased.

      “I wonder what they’ll be wearing tonight.” Alyx sat up straighter. “I bet neither of them will look as nice as I do.”

      “Probably because neither of their fathers spent as much on their dresses as I did on yours,” Garan said dryly.

      Alyx smiled and squeezed his arm. “I love you, Papa.”

      “And I you, Aly-girl.”

      The remainder of the carriage ride along the short road up to the palace was spent mostly in silence. The frown re-appeared as the silence lengthened, and Alyx eventually asked him a silly question about the beads in her hair so she could see his affectionate smile return. She worried about her father, wondering if his lack of an heir weighed on him heavily.

      At least, Alyx assumed that’s what the problem was. There wasn’t anything else happening in the quiet, peaceful kingdom of Rionn that could upset him this much.

      

      Elaborately dressed footmen discreetly but efficiently helped Alyx and her father down from the carriage as they arrived at the gleaming palace. It was sunset, and an orange glow suffused the sandstone walls. A senior footman hastened to greet one of the evening’s most important guests and usher them through into the royal family’s wing. After a short walk, they were shown into the plush reception parlour adjoining the king’s dining room.

      Alyx reached up to kiss her father on the cheek, then slipped off to find Cayr. Many of the evening’s guests had already arrived, standing in small groups around the room, and Alyx’s progress slowed as she stopped briefly to speak to those she knew. Her father had impressed upon her since she was a small child how important it was to be polite and friendly to everyone at court. Her behaviour always reflected on him, and through him, the king.

      “Lady Sparkish.” Alyx curtseyed to the wife of the king’s most senior general. “It’s lovely to see you this evening.”

      “And you, Alyx. Your manners are impeccable, as always.” She laid a hand on Alyx’s arm. “You’re a credit to your father.”

      “Thank you, Lady Sparkish.”

      Eventually she’d greeted everyone she recognised and approached Cayr where he stood by the fireplace with his father and two others. The two were strangers to Alyx, sparking her curiosity. Cayr spotted her seconds later and smiled a greeting.

      “Your Highness,” Alyx said, bowing her head to the king as she curtseyed more deeply than she had for Lady Sparkish.

      “Alyx.” The king smiled a welcome. “It’s good to see you, as always.”

      The King of Rionn was a handsome older man who had his son’s white-blond hair and faded blue eyes. She’d never forget how he’d welcomed her into his home and his son’s life as if she were his own daughter. “Thank you, your highness.”

      Having greeted the king properly, Alyx turned her attention to Cayr and the two others standing with him. One was an unfamiliar girl Alyx’s own age. She wasn’t as tall as Alyx, but had stunning golden hair and looks to match. Alyx abruptly felt like an ungainly clod in comparison.

      “Alyx, meet Lady Jenna Casovar,” Cayr said enthusiastically. “She and her father have just arrived at court. Lady Jenna’s father, Lord Casovar, is my father’s new lord-mage.”

      Alyx tore her eyes from the young woman, interested by Cayr’s introduction. Ever since her conversation with Astor that afternoon, she’d been wondering whom Cayr’s father had chosen as Astor’s replacement.

      Lord-Mage Casovar was tall and lean, with fair skin that looked almost sickly, like he didn’t get enough sunlight. His dark hair was short and neat, his clothes simple but expensive and well-tailored. He smiled politely as Cayr introduced Alyx, but the smile didn’t quite reach his grey eyes.

      “You are Lord Egalion’s daughter, I understand?” His voice was quiet, smooth. “His Highness speaks of your father with a great deal of respect and affection.”

      “Yes, Lord-Mage Casovar,” she replied just as politely as she allowed him to kiss her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir.”

      “And you, Lady Egalion.” His eyes fastened on hers. Something in them, in their intensity, made her uneasy.

      “I’ll leave you and Father to discuss kingdom business, Lord-Mage Casovar.” Cayr’s voice distracted Alyx, and she looked away from contemplating the new Lord-Mage to see him turn to the man’s beautiful daughter. “Lady Jenna, would you like to come with Alyx and I?” Cayr smiled politely.

      “Please, Prince Cayr, you can both call me Jenna.” She turned to Alyx, offering her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lady Egalion.”

      Alyx shook the hand, taking an instant dislike to the knowing look in Jenna’s eyes as she glanced at Cayr. Smarting with sudden jealousy, Alyx quite deliberately didn’t return the favour of allowing Jenna to address her by her first name.

      “You too, Lady Casovar. Welcome to Rionn.”

      Dinner was announced shortly after, saving Alyx from having to spend too much time with Jenna. The king had considerately placed Alyx beside Cayr at the long, formal table, and she enjoyed conversing with him and the lords nearest them as they worked their way through several courses of perfectly prepared food.

      Once the final course had been served, the king rose and offered to entertain his guests more comfortably back in the parlour with spirits and cigars for those who smoked.

      Cayr touched Alyx’s arm as the guests began filing out. “Shall we take a walk instead?”

      Outside, the evening was balmy, with a gentle sea breeze that gently ruffled Alyx’s hair. They strolled side-by-side along one of the garden paths. At regular intervals, softly glowing lamps lit the way. For a long time they were silent, content to be together enjoying the lovely evening.

      “What do you think of your father’s new lord-mage?” Alyx asked.

      “I was a bit surprised to hear about the appointment actually. I’ve never seen him at court before. I have no idea how my father met him, or why he was chosen. His daughter seems nice, though.”

      “I suppose. I didn’t like his eyes,” Alyx mused. “I was surprised too. Astor only told me today he was retiring.”

      “You didn’t like his eyes? He seemed perfectly pleasant to me,” Cayr said with a smile, and then it faded. “But you’re right. It’s odd that your father, or mine, didn’t tell us about him. Come to think of it, I’m surprised Astor didn’t tell either of us earlier. Surely this decision was made months ago?”

      “My father’s been preoccupied lately.” Alyx frowned.

      “With his sudden concern for you and I consorting?” Cayr teased.

      “He doesn’t seem to find it as amusing as we do. He’s quite serious about his concerns, in fact. I told him about Jaran kissing Lissa by the rock pools, and he seemed even more worried until I told him I thought Jaran was ugly.”

      “I heard about Jaran and Lissa too. Then when I was talking to Dash this afternoon, he was telling me about some of the girls he’s been with.” Cayr grinned. “He called me an innocent.”

      “Well, a king’s son can’t simply run around with any woman he wants like a simple Bluecoat can,” Alyx said sharply.

      “See, that’s the thing.” Cayr stopped walking. “There’s only one girl that I want to kiss.”

      Alyx couldn’t help the smile that spread across her face, even as her gaze dropped shyly towards her shoes. For some time now, part of her had been hoping that Cayr would say something like this.

      “Alyx? Have I upset you?”

      “No.” She forced herself to return his gaze. The look in his steadfast blue eyes made her heart melt. “Quite the opposite, in fact.”

      “Are you sure?” Cayr said seriously. “I would never damage your honour or reputation, Alyx, you know that. I love you too much, you’re my dearest friend.”

      “I know.”

      “But since everybody else seems to be doing this kissing thing, I really wouldn’t want to miss out.” He stepped closer, reaching out to take hold of her hands.

      “You have a point.”

      “And who else to try new things with except my oldest and best friend, who just happens to be a girl?”

      Alyx’s heart drummed in her chest, his closeness filling her with a heady mix of anticipation and anxiety. What if she was bad at this? What if he never wanted to kiss her again?

      “Stop thinking so much,” he murmured.

      She squeezed his hands, silently giving him permission.

      Cayr leaned down, his eyes awash with blue warmth and affection, and very slowly, their lips touched. A tingle rushed through Alyx’s body all the way down to her toes. Cayr’s lips were warm and soft, and when they parted after a moment, he looked slightly mesmerized.

      “That wasn’t too bad,” she murmured.

      “You look beautiful tonight, Alyx.” He smiled again, and laced his fingers through hers. “Can I kiss you again?”

      Confidence growing at the look on his face, she nodded. “I’d like that.”

      He kissed her again, simultaneously awkward and eager. She chuckled when their noses bumped, then they both broke apart as footsteps approached on the gravel pathway.

      “Prince Cayr?” the Bluecoat saluted sharply. She wondered if he’d seen them kissing, if he’d tell anyone. “Lord Egalion asked me to let his daughter know that he planned to leave soon. Most of the other guests have gone.”

      “Of course, we’ll be right there.” Cayr glanced down at Alyx. “He really is concerned, isn’t he?”

      “Cayr...” she hesitated. “Now he has a reason to be.”

      He gave her a teasing look. “Does that mean I can kiss you again sometime?”

      “I hope you will,” she said, then flushed, suddenly awkward. “If you want to...I mean, I don’t know if—”

      “Alyx, I want to, I promise. But right now we should go before your father sends out a search party.”

      “You’re right.” She sighed.

      

      The pleasant tingling caused by kissing Cayr in the gardens was still bubbling inside Alyx’s chest as they made their way back to the parlour. Were all kisses as wonderful as what she’d just felt, or was it just because it was with Cayr, her best friend? As they grew closer to the parlour, her riotous thoughts about the kiss faded as the sound of raised voices floated down the hall towards them.

      “Garan, it’s time to admit your search has failed.”

      Alyx slowed as she recognised the voice of Dashan’s father—Lord-General Caverlock, head of the Blue Guard.

      “We need to keep trying. They have to be out there.”

      “Maybe they’re not. You need to concede the possibility that after the attack on ShadowFall Island eleven years ago, no more have been born.”

      “That’s impossible,” her father said flatly.

      “Alyx, this is rude,” Cayr murmured in her ear. “We shouldn’t be listening.”

      “Shush,” she said, hearing Casovar begin to speak.

      “Lord Egalion is right. Even so, your highness, I recommend you give my plan further consideration. Rionn’s safety is becoming precarious.”

      “I agree,” Caverlock said. “We need solutions sooner than your fruitless searching for Taliath, Garan. Lord-Mage Casovar has already found two potentials in Alistriem.”

      “Three,” Casovar said.

      “No!” Alyx jumped at the sound of her father’s voice; she couldn’t remember the last time he’d sounded so angry.

      “Garan, I’m sorry,” the king spoke. “I’ve supported your quest to rebuild the Taliath order for years, but it’s time I take more decisive action. My primary responsibility is the safety and protection of Rionn.”

      “I know that, and I share your concerns, particularly where Shivasa is concerned, but—”

      “I believe your daughter has arrived, Lord Egalion,” Casovar said smoothly.

      Casting Alyx a chiding glance, Cayr knocked on the door and walked in. Alyx winced, expecting harsh words from her father once he learned they’d been eavesdropping, but Casovar did nothing but bow his head politely towards them both. How had he known they were there?

      “It’s time I took Alyx home.” Garan put his glass down and stood. “We can talk about this another time.”

      “I have to make a decision soon,” the king warned.

      “I know.”

      

      Her father was silent in the carriage on the way home, a grim silence that Alyx didn’t like to break. Still, what she’d overheard bothered her, so she broached it as they entered their home.

      “Papa, don’t be mad, but Cayr and I heard some of what you were talking about. You’ve been searching for Taliath? Is Rionn in trouble? Why did Lord-Mage Casovar’s plan make you so angry?”

      Garan chuckled wearily. “You heard a lot, young lady. It’s rude to eavesdrop.”

      “I know. I apologise.” She meant it.

      He gave her a long look, but capitulated. “To answer one of your questions, in recent years, the king and I have been working with Tregaya in attempting to re-establish the Taliath training school on ShadowFall Island. We’ve been working very closely with King Mastaran and his ambassador in Alistriem to do so,” he said. “The problem is, we haven’t been able to find any Taliath potentials.”

      Alyx frowned in confusion. She’d of course learnt about mages and Taliath in lessons as a child, but had been led to understand the Taliath order no longer existed in any functional form.

      “I thought the Taliath were gone?”

      “There was an accident on ShadowFall Island eleven years ago, a fire that killed all of the Taliath training there. But more should have been born since,” he said in frustration. “Not to mention those that hadn’t been identified and weren’t at ShadowFall during the fire.”

      “The Taliath were guardians of the mage order weren’t they?” Alyx thought back to the stories she’d heard. “Skilled warriors and strategists with special abilities that set them apart from normal soldiers?”

      “Precisely.” Garan nodded.

      Worry clutched at her. “Is there something wrong? Is that why you’ve been looking so worried lately, why you’re trying to rebuild the order?”

      Garan sighed, reaching out to run his hand affectionately over her hair. “It’s late and we’re both tired. Let’s save the questions for tomorrow, all right?”

      “But you’re worried. The king is too. I could tell from your voices.”

      “Yes, we are,” he said, then smiled. “But the king is responsible for a whole country, he’s often worried. You don’t need to be. Come on, I’ll tuck you in.”

      She chuckled. “I’m a little old for that.”

      “You’re always going to be my little girl.” He kissed her forehead as they stopped outside her room. “Don’t forget that.”

      “I won’t.” She smiled. “Night, Papa.”

      “Night, Alyx. Sweet dreams.”

      As he walked away down the hall, Alyx fretted. She loved him so much and hated that she could do nothing to ease his worry. He’d been such a wonderful father to her, she wished sometimes he had someone to look after him the way he did for her.

      That night she dreamed of fires and Taliath potentials, and her father, standing there with that serious look on his face and worry in his eyes.
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      “Lady Egalion, am I boring you?”

      Alyx snapped her gaze back to the tutor, simultaneously straightening in her seat. Behind her, Lissa and Mira giggled.

      “I apologise, Mister Luden.” She tried to sound sincere. “It’s just such a lovely day outside.”

      The giggles sounded again, and when the tutor shifted his stern glare to the two young ladies behind Alyx, she stifled a grin behind her hand.

      “I would appreciate all of your attention just a little longer,” he said. “After I’m finished explaining how the Zandian currency system works, you’ll all be free to leave.”

      Alyx tried hard to focus, but mostly failed. Luden had recently been teaching them about trade between Rionn and neighbouring kingdoms. The entire subject bored her, but when he started in on how Rionn’s currency valued against the Zandian gold pieces, she became utterly lost.

      At a nudge to the back of her ankle, Alyx discreetly dropped her hand down by her side. A small note was pushed into her fingers. Slowly enough not to draw Luden’s attention, Alyx unfolded and read its contents. Lissa wanted Alyx to join her and Mira at the pools on palace land after lessons. Alyx wrote back a short message—she already had plans for the afternoon, but told Lissa to change her plans to the following afternoon and Alyx would join them then.

      “You know the Zandians execute students for not paying attention in class.”

      Luden was suddenly standing before Alyx’s small table, making her jump. Ruefully, she passed the note into his outstretched hand.

      “That’s not true, sir,” Jaran challenged.

      “No.” Luden glowered. “But there’s a good chance they’d have you whipped.”

      “It’s a good thing we’re in Rionn then, isn’t it, Mister Luden?” Alyx said with a straight face.

      This time almost all the students broke out into giggles. Luden turned on his heel and walked back to the front of the room. “I can see I’m not going to get anything more sensible from you today. Lessons dismissed.”

      The thirteen students—all sons and daughters of Rionn’s upper nobility who made their home in Alistriem—clustered around Alyx as they left the room.

      “Tomorrow afternoon then?” Mira asked.

      “Sure.” Alyx nodded. “Let’s invite everyone, and we’ll try to irritate Luden into letting us out early again.”

      “Sounds like a party.” Jaran appeared, slinging his arm around Lissa. They were an odd-looking match, with Jaran’s gangly form towering over Lissa’s petite prettiness.

      Cayr appeared, approaching them with a smile. He’d attended classes with them until the previous year, when he’d left to spend the time working with his father on kingdom business instead. The five of them chatted for a while before Alyx and Cayr said their goodbyes and left.

      “You’re still free this afternoon?” Cayr asked after a moment of awkward silence.

      “Of course. Did you speak with Dash?”

      “Yes. He said he’d meet us down at the docks.”

      “Oh.” Alyx smiled, pleased at the thought of having Cayr all to herself for the walk down.

      “Are you...” He cleared his throat. “Last night was wonderful, Alyx.”

      Warmth flooded her from head to toe at his earnest words. “I think so too.”

      “Things feel different all of a sudden, don’t they?”

      “Very,” she said shyly. “But in a good way.”

      “Yeah.” He smiled widely.

      

      Alyx and Cayr made their way down a steep forest path from the palace towards the port district of Alistriem. It had taken them a little time to give Cayr’s guards the slip—as the only heir to the throne, he had been surrounded from childhood by a contingent of guards, and to a lesser degree, so had Alyx—but now they were free and clear. Cayr’s father was usually tolerant of this behaviour; the kingdom was peaceful, and an assassination attempt had been unheard of for over fifty years.

      The forested hillside was all palace land, and the path they followed was only what Cayr, Alyx and Dashan had worn out in their regular trips down to the city over the years. It ended at the bottom of the hill where the paved king’s highway led away from the docks and warehouses of the port district and south into the city proper.

      It was a bright, sunny mid-morning, the sky a crisp blue above the treetops. The air was warm, with the promise of a hot summer afternoon on the way. Cayr was deep in thought and hadn’t said much since leaving the palace grounds. She wondered if he was re-thinking what had happened between them.

      “Something is weighing in your thoughts. Cayr, if it’s the kiss, if you’re worried about what it means, we can just—”

      “No, it’s not that!” he assured her.

      “Then what’s bothering you? Is it what we overheard?” She related what her father had told her.

      “My father told me essentially the same thing, and it does trouble me. The Taliath were always at the root of peace between Rionn and Shivasa, and between other countries when it comes down to it.”

      “But the Taliath haven’t been around for years. That’s not what is actually bothering you.”

      He smiled. “You know me so well. There’s more they weren’t telling us, something both our fathers knew but weren’t sharing with us or the other lords.”

      “I’m sure it’s nothing. Ruling a country can’t be easy.” She echoed her father’s words from the previous night.

      “You’re right,” he said. “But I do worry about our relationship with Shivasa, you know? They’re so close to us, and such a big country. It plays on my mind.”

      “You worry the peace might be broken?” She squeezed his arm. “You will be a good king, Cayr. I have faith in you.”

      “I won’t be king for a long time, and my father, while a good and fair man, is not overly tolerant when it comes to the Shiven. You can see that from his treatment of Dash.”

      Alyx nodded agreement. Darien had never been entirely happy with his son’s choice of best friend, and relations between the two kingdoms were tense. She knew it stemmed from a long-ago war in which both sides accused each other of heinous crimes. It was ancient history, and Alyx had never bothered to pay much attention to learning it.

      “We’ve been in truce with Shivasa since before your grandfather was born,” she pointed out. “I don’t think anything is going to change that now.”

      “The truce hasn’t stopped the border skirmishes in the disputed territory.”

      He was referring to the small patch of territory in the northwest—sandwiched between where Rionn insisted its northern border with Shivasa fell and where the Shiven insisted it did, but Alyx knew little about the skirmishes, so settled for squeezing Cayr’s arm again in an effort to reassure him.

      “Dash told me yesterday that he’s finally gotten his boat seaworthy.” Cayr changed the subject and spoke enthusiastically, likely trying to dispel his bleak mood. “He wants to take us sailing.”

      “If you’re so excited to go sailing, why don’t you just take one of the royal ships?”

      “And be surrounded by heavily armed Bluecoats and soldiers from the navy? That’s not my idea of a good time, and you know it.”

      As they reached the bottom of the path and the edge of the wide, paved highway, Cayr reached out to take her hand. His palm felt warm and dry, and Alyx was struck by sudden nerves.

      “Cayr, wait.” She let go of his hand. “Last night was wonderful, but we can’t just start walking around hand in hand. That will mean something to our fathers, to the court.”

      “You’re right.” He ran a hand through his hair. “It feels natural to take your hand, though. I want to be close to you.”

      She felt herself flushing. “Me too.”

      “We’ll work it out, Alyx, I promise. Soon I’ll be able to go to my father and request permission to court you.”

      “And what if he says no? What if my father does?”

      “Your father won’t say no to his daughter courting the prince of Rionn, Alyx. As for my father, you are the daughter of his best friend and most senior lord.” Cayr leaned down to kiss her cheek. “It will be fine, you’ll see. In the meantime, we’ll just have to refrain from holding hands in public.”

      “Or kissing in public,” she added cheekily.

      “That too.” He sighed.

      

      Dressed deliberately in modest clothing, the two of them strolled unrecognised through the bustling port district. The scents of fish and seaweed mixed with the salty tang of the air and the delicious smell of roasted chestnuts from one of the street vendors. Eventually they came to the end of the wide avenue of the shopping and business area and walked out into the long, chaotic rambling of wooden jetties.

      A small sailing boat was moored at the end of one of the most rundown jetties, Dashan’s tall figure balanced on the prow and waving in greeting.

      The damaged shell of the boat had washed up after a storm the previous winter, and Dashan had claimed it, working in every spare hour to rebuild and paint the sailboat until it could be used again. Alyx could tell from the care and effort he’d put into the work that he loved it very much.

      “All aboard!” he called out now, giving them a hand to climb up. “Ready to set sail?”

      “Let’s get out of here!” Cayr grinned.

      Dashan nodded and busied himself untying the mooring ropes. Alyx settled herself in the prow as the boat began moving away from the jetty and out into open water. Within minutes a stiff breeze had filled the sails, and they were making good speed out into the open water.

      “I hear we have a new lord-mage?” Dashan shouted over the wind flapping the sails.

      “Yes, Lord Casovar,” Cayr returned. “He’s new to Rionn and the court but he seems nice enough.”

      “Really? I hope he’s strong enough to defend us from the ravening hordes of Shiven massing on the border of the disputed area.”

      Alyx rolled her eyes at the mocking sarcasm in Dashan’s voice. “I don’t know why anyone cares about that area. Isn’t it all mountains and rock and thick forest, the ground too hard to grow anything or sustain a town?”

      “It has strategic importance, Alyx. Port Rantarin sits on the western coast of the disputed area, and it’s the deepest and most accessible port in the area. It’s fallen into disuse though because neither Shivasa nor Rionn will let the other one have it.”

      She sighed, bored by the topic. “You sound like Luden.”

      “The horror!” Dashan laughed.

      She laughed with him until catching the look of concern on Cayr’s face. “What is it?”

      “You’ve heard about the recent incidents?” Dashan guessed.

      “Yes, my father mentioned it.”

      “What incidents?” Alyx demanded.

      “There’s an agreement in place that allows both kingdoms to conduct a certain number of patrols through the disputed area each year,” Cayr said. “Yet if either side goes too close to Port Rantarin, it ends in violence. The skirmishes have never been major enough to cause a serious diplomatic incident or threaten outright war, though.”

      “Then why are you worried about it?” Alyx’s attention was wavering, but she tried to sound interested for Cayr’s sake.

      “Because the frequency of incidents has risen sharply in the past two years,” Dashan shot a look at Cayr. “Largely because of the increasing number of Shiven soldiers and scouts operating in the area.”

      “Yes,” Cayr said. “That’s why my father wanted to appoint a stronger lord-mage when Astor asked to retire.”

      “And presumably why our fathers have been trying to rebuild the Taliath? To help calm things in the disputed area,” she said.

      “It makes sense,” Cayr said, before quickly filling in Dashan on what they’d overheard.

      Dashan frowned. “I wonder what Lord-Mage Casovar’s plan is? It sounds like your father didn’t like it at all, Alyx.”

      “Whatever it is, I’m sure everything will be fine. We’ve managed to hold Shivasa to an uneasy truce for generations. My father is a strong king, and he has capable commanders around him. Alyx, we all know your father’s diplomacy has been vital.” Cayr sounded eager to dismiss the subject. “Where are you taking us, Dash?”

      The thoughtful expression on Dashan’s face vanished at the question, eclipsed by a laughing grin. “That is for me to know, and you to find out.”

      

      They picnicked on the beach, and Alyx spent the afternoon dozing lazily in the sun while Dashan and Cayr tried to catch fish to cook for dinner.

      “You won’t have to go, Dash,” Cayr was saying as the two of them re-joined her, successfully carrying two large fish each. “I’ll speak to my father about it.”

      “Your father doesn’t exactly like me.”

      “What are you talking about?” Alyx interrupted. “Where’s Dashan going?”

      “Don’t look so excited. You won’t be getting rid of me that easily, Egalion.” Dashan scowled at her.

      “He thinks he’s going to be sent to the border.”

      “Everyone in the Blue Guard has to do a rotation up at the border,” Dashan pointed out. “Because of my blood, nobody is going to do me any special favours to allow me to avoid it, like what happens with the spoiled lords’ sons in the guard.”

      Alyx stared at them both. Bluecoats posted to the border were required to participate in the patrols into the disputed area. Both Cayr and her father had told her that soldiers sometimes died in those patrols.

      “Dash can’t go to the border,” she said eventually, breaking into their good-natured banter over who had caught the biggest fish.

      “As if you’d care if a Shiven arrow got me,” he grumped.

      “I would care,” she insisted, then rolled her eyes as he grinned in triumph. “But only because it would upset Cayr if you died.”

      “Admit it, you’d be heartbroken.”

      “Yes, it would break from the huge relief I’d experience at knowing I don’t have to deal with your irritating presence anymore.”

      “I told you, I’ll talk to my father,” Cayr said, interrupting their bickering. “It will be fine.”

      Alyx returned Cayr’s smile of reassurance and tried to ignore the niggle of doubt at the back of her mind. Cayr had a tendency to dismiss or ignore anything that interfered with his view of how things should be. As with his casual confidence earlier that their eventual courting wouldn’t be a problem, she hoped he was right about this.

      “Sure,” Dashan said, but he didn’t look as if he quite believed it.

      

      Alyx walked through the front gates of her home as dusk fell that evening, a warm glow around her heart from the lovely day she’d had. Dashan had sailed them back along the coast as sunset fell over the ocean. Afterwards, Cayr had walked her home and kissed her again. The imprint of his touch still sent tingling through her body.

      Flickering torches lined the circular driveway, glinting off the white pebbled surface. The moon hung low in the sky and there was only a very light breeze. Alyx savoured the peacefulness of it, breathing deeply of the warm, sweet-smelling air. Life seemed perfect in this moment; she lived in the most beautiful city in the world, she had wealth and security, and Cayr had just kissed her for the second time in as many days.

      The great entrance foyer was dark and silent when she came in the front door, though light flickered under the closed door of a room down the hall. It was her father’s study, and Alyx headed for it with a smile.

      Garan Egalion sat in a deep armchair before a flickering fire, a half-empty glass of whiskey dangling from his right hand. He had the same pensive, worried look on his face that she’d seen too often recently. This time he didn’t try to hide it as Alyx came in. In fact, the naked concern in his expression made her heart drop. What had happened?

      “Did you have a good day, Aly-girl?”

      “I did.” She paused. “Papa, what’s wrong?”

      “Come and have a seat, Alyx.” He stood to kiss her on the cheek, then pulled his chair across so that he was sitting opposite her.

      “There is something wrong, isn’t there?”

      He rubbed a hand over tired eyes. “I’m going to send you away.”

      The words echoed through her mind, so unexpected she wasn’t sure she’d heard right. “Send me away? I don’t understand.”

      “The king is concerned about the increasing number of incidents in the disputed area. Scouts are telling us the Shiven are building troop numbers along their southern border. That’s partly why we were trying to rebuild the Taliath order.”

      “And why the king appointed a stronger lord-mage,” Alyx guessed. “But what does that have to do with me?”

      “Lord-Mage Casovar feels that it would be beneficial to the kingdom to have a small group of trained mages to support the crown, not just one.”

      “I suppose that makes sense.”

      Garan leaned forward, taking her hands in his. “Casovar believes that you could be one of those mages, Alyx.”

      “He thinks I have mage potential?” Alyx was utterly confused. “But that’s silly. You haven’t got any magic.”

      Garan took her hand. “The truth is, it’s always been a possibility for you. Astor never said anything to me about you showing signs of magic, though, and when you reached sixteen without any noticeable changes, I assumed you didn’t have any. But I spoke to Astor today, after the king decided to implement Casovar’s plan. He told me that you’re still too young to know for sure.”

      “It was always a possibility…” Alyx trailed off. “Why?”

      “Your mother was a mage.”

      Alyx instinctively tried to think back to her memories of her mother, of the time her father had told her she’d died, but as always, they remained irritatingly out of reach. Shaking her head, she concentrated on trying to recall an image, or a sound, but managed nothing more than a queer fogginess and faint headache. No matter how hard she’d tried over the years, Alyx couldn’t even remember what her mother looked like.

      “Why didn’t you ever tell me that?” Betrayal crept through her.

      “There was no reason for you to know, not unless you started showing mage potential.” He smiled sadly. “For many reasons, I’ve deliberately kept you away from that world. Astor ensured you never became too curious, either. I know he’s always made his work sound boring to you. I’m sorry, I truly thought it was for the best.”

      Alyx frowned, going back to the start of the conversation, struggling to process what he was saying. “So, you’re sending me away? To be a mage?”

      “Yes. The king has ordered it.” Momentary anger flashed across Garan’s face. “I pleaded with him not to, but I can’t gainsay my king.”

      “But Astor told me once…” Alyx tried to remember her godfather’s words. “He said that mages train at a place called DarkSkull Hall, hundreds of miles to the north in Tregaya.”

      “Yes.”

      She was shaking her head even before he’d finished speaking. “Papa, no. I don’t want to leave my home.”

      “We must all abide by our king’s commands.” Garan took a deep breath. One of his hands curled against the arm of the chair, white-knuckled. “He needs mages to help keep Rionn safe.”

      “Rionn is safe! We’ve been safe for decades. I don’t like Lord-Mage Casovar, and I don’t want to be a mage.”

      “Alyx…”

      She stared at him. He looked lost for words, as if this were upsetting him as much as it did her, but she didn’t understand any of it. She was Lady Alyx Egalion, not a mage. She belonged here, in Alistriem. There was a strange sinking sensation in her chest, emotion old and familiar. She’d felt this sense of loss before, she knew, but that made no sense either.

      “No,” she burst out, tears pricking her eyes. “I’m not going. I don’t want to leave home.” Or Cayr, she thought. Not him, not now.

      “I know, but you’ll be able to come back home to live once your training is finished. It seems horrible now, but this could be good for you.” Garan squeezed her hands tightly.

      “I don’t have any mage powers, this is ridiculous!” Alyx yanked her hands from his and scrambled to her feet. “Casovar is making this up to get rid of me.”

      “Listen to yourself, Alyx. Why would he want to do that?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I’m your daughter, I belong here at court.”

      “We don’t have any choice. I’ve spoken at length with the king but he’s resolute on this. Lord-Mage Casovar’s plan is a good one, and I can’t pretend it’s not just because my daughter is a part of it.”

      Betrayal and despair roped through her. “Why did you never tell me this was a possibility?”

      “Because, selfishly, I hoped it wouldn’t be,” he admitted. “I don’t want you to go away either, Alyx. You’re my baby girl. I want you here with me always.”

      She sank into the chair, fighting tears. “What am I supposed to do about the safety of the kingdom?” she said. “Lord-Mage Casovar is wrong, he has to be wrong.”

      “He’s a mage, Alyx. A very powerful one. He might be wrong about you, but there’s a good chance he isn’t.”

      “My mother was really a mage?”

      “Yes.”

      “How could you never tell me that? Did she die because she was a mage?”

      “That’s a difficult question to answer, Aly-girl.” His gaze turned distant. “I thought it best you didn’t know, and I truly believe your mother felt the same way.”

      “Why?”

      “Not now, Aly-girl,” he whispered, voice choked with emotion. “Someday I’ll tell you, but not now.”

      Grief and fear constricted Alyx’s chest. “I don’t want to go.”

      “I’m sorry. I’ve wronged you by not properly preparing you for this eventuality. It isn’t going to be easy for you, but I know you’re strong. You’ll get through it, and I’ll be waiting for you to come home.”

      “When do I have to leave?”

      He sighed, looking even more wretched. “Apparently the learning year at DarkSkull begins imminently, which means there isn’t enough time to travel by ship. You’ll have to leave the day after tomorrow and travel overland through Tregaya.”

      “Overland?” She stilled. “That means going through the disputed area.”

      “Through a very small portion of it, yes.” Garan nodded. “You’ll be sent with an escort of Bluecoats, of course, but a small unit, so that your travel isn’t taken as provocation by the Shiven. People do travel safely through the disputed area.”

      She stared at him in horror. “But the day after tomorrow... so soon?”

      Her father reached out to try and hug her, but Alyx tore away from him and ran from the room, sobbing. She kept running through the open foyer and up the stairs to her room, tears streaming down her face.
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      Alyx was numb as she went down to breakfast the next morning. She’d slept little, her restless dreams filled with images of her father and swords and flames bright against a dark sky. It was almost impossible to believe that her father was sending her away, that this was to be her last day in Alistriem.

      When she pushed open the door to the dining room, Lord-Mage Casovar was seated at the table with her father. Both smiled a greeting and Garan stood.

      “I thought Lord-Mage Casovar might be able to answer some of your questions.” He walked over and kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll leave you to it.”

      “Good morning, Lady Egalion.” Casovar gestured her to a seat. “I know this must be a shock to you. I’d like to help if I can.”

      Alyx nodded as she sat down. Her stomach was tight with anxiety, so much so that she had no interest in eating anything. She said nothing for a few moments as she poured herself some tea, added sugar, and then took a sip.

      “How certain are you that I have mage power?”

      “Not at all certain.” Casovar gave her a faint smile. “Mage powers aren’t detectable until they awaken, so to speak. That happens at different ages for every mage, although most mages—if they haven’t awoken before attending DarkSkull—do so before the end of their first year there.”

      “If you’re not sure I have power, why are you making me go?”

      “Your mother was a particularly strong mage, Lady Egalion. There is a better than even chance you will be a mage too, and I believe Rionn is going to need mages.”

      “Rionn hasn’t needed mages for years.”

      “Perhaps not, but mages do very important work across the rest of the world, even in Shivasa. Rionn can make better use of the resources the mage order offers. Times are changing,” he said firmly. “You are going to need to accept that.”

      “So if I go to this place and my powers don’t appear, I get to come home?”

      Casovar smiled faintly again as he leaned towards her across the table. “Yes, if your powers have not awakened by the end of your first year at DarkSkull, it would be highly unlikely they’d ever appear.”

      “Why a whole year?”

      “For those slower to develop, being immersed in the atmosphere of magic created at DarkSkull helps to bring their powers out. Even then, it can take time.”

      So she wouldn’t be free for a whole year. Alyx swallowed and tried to hold back her tears; she didn’t want to cry in front of this man.

      “Whether your powers awaken or not, attending DarkSkull Hall won’t be a waste of time. You will learn a lot there, things which will help you the rest of your life. It’s not all bad, I promise you.”

      She nodded. Inwardly her thoughts were racing, trying to come up with a way to get herself out of this. Maybe there were other schools apart from DarkSkull Hall, possibly even one closer to Rionn?

      “Why do I have to go to a school in Tregaya if I’m going to be a mage here in Rionn?”

      “All mages are trained at DarkSkull Hall, which is a school overseen by the Mage Council,” Casovar said patiently, dashing her hopes. “It’s tricky to explain, but essentially, once mage students complete their training at DarkSkull, they choose whether to pledge themselves to the Mage Council or to their sovereign. In your case—particularly since you are Rionnan nobility—you would pledge to King Llancarvan and assist me with the protection of the kingdom.”

      “Who do the Mage Council pledge to?” She asked the question to give herself more time to think, but it was useless. There was no logical way out she could think of, not when this was the king’s command.

      “The council is an autonomous body operating across all countries. They police themselves and set the standards of conduct for all mages.”

      “I see.” Despairing, she looked down at her hands. “I have no more questions.”

      “Then I will see you on your return, Lady Egalion. Good luck.”

      

      Cayr found Alyx late that evening.

      After Lord-Mage Casovar left, Alyx had avoided her father and gone outside. It was a day she was supposed to be at her classes in the palace, but instead she sneaked her mare out of the stables and went riding through the palace gardens. Part of her thought if she just kept riding, stayed in the gardens, she would never have to leave.

      By late afternoon she was standing alone on the southern hilltop, her mare grazing peacefully in the lush garden behind. The palace wasn’t far off, its sandstone walls glowing in the setting sun. Below, the hill descended into rolling farmland. Emerald fields were bathed in the glow of the sun, and Alyx’s gaze had been caught these past minutes by a sparkling merchant’s hall spire, outlined in the sky.

      It was odd to have skipped her morning class with Luden, as it was something she’d done most days for the past ten years of her life. Today though, when she’d thought of how her classmates would flock around her as they usually did, laughing and sharing court gossip, Alyx had had to fight back tears at the thought of telling them she was leaving.

      “Alyx?”

      She turned. Cayr was walking towards her, looking worried. The sight of him simultaneously lifted her spirits and sent bittersweet sadness sweeping through her. She turned back to look out over the view, again fighting back tears.

      A moment later Cayr’s arms came around her from behind, and she relaxed back into his warmth and love. Only now they were being forced apart was she becoming aware of how much he meant to her, how integral he was to her life.

      “When do you have to leave?” he asked quietly.

      “You father told you?”

      She felt him nod. “Mira mentioned that you hadn’t come to class this morning. I was concerned, so I went to ask your father, who told me to speak to mine. I was furious. I think it’s the first time I’ve ever really yelled at my father. He refused to budge, he told me it was for the good of the kingdom.”

      Alyx’s heart sank. Cayr had been her last hope, that he would prevail on his father to prevent her going.

      “Tomorrow morning,” she answered his initial question. “According to Lord-Mage Casovar, the learning year at DarkSkull starts very soon.” She sighed. “I came out here to try and imprint this sight on my memory so that I’ll never forget it. I don’t think it’s sunk in yet that I’m leaving. It’s all happened so fast. I don’t want to go, Cayr.”

      “I know.” He lowered his head until it rested on her shoulder. Cayr was usually a young man of few words. Throughout their lives, whenever she had come to him with a problem, he had always listened gravely, then simply made sure she was aware he was there for her. They stood there for a long time, then Cayr straightened and turned her to face him. Alyx heart tripped at the look in his blue eyes.

      “After I finished yelling, I… I spoke to my father at length, Alyx. He says we are young yet, but in a year or two’s time, he will not look unkindly upon a betrothal between us.”

      Alyx’s eyes filled with tears at the realisation of how deeply Cayr knew and loved her. He’d known that only a promise of a brighter future could keep her despair at leaving from becoming unbearable. He’d known it, and he’d done his best to procure that for her.

      “I would like that,” she said softly.

      “Really?” His breath puffed out in a chuckle. “I was hoping you wouldn’t be mad at me for presuming.”

      “Presuming?” Alyx reached up and cupped his face. “I love you, Cayr, as my dearest friend, and in the future, my lover and husband. I could never want anybody else.”

      “I feel the same,” he said and kissed her.

      “Can you come and visit me?”

      “Lord-Mage Casovar says they have very strict rules at DarkSkull Hall. It sounds like they prefer to isolate their students.”

      “You spoke to him about it?”

      “Of course.” Cayr frowned. “I wanted to learn everything I could about where he’s sending you and why.”

      “I don’t want to go a whole year without seeing you.”

      “Neither do I.”

      “Did he tell you if he was sending anyone else with me? Jenna?”

      “Yes, but not Jenna. It turns out she’s his adopted daughter, and her parents had no magic. There are two candidates who live down in the city though, twins, about our age. Casovar thinks there will be more potentials, not just in Alistriem, and will keep looking. Rionn hasn’t sent a mage to DarkSkull in years but it sounds like that will be changing.”

      “You really think I’m a mage?”

      Cayr laughed, eyes twinkling. “No.”

      “Me either.” She sighed. “Casovar says there is a good chance I have magic, but he’s not certain.”

      “He’s an experienced mage, though. If he’s sending you, he must be pretty confident. Who are we to gainsay him?”

      “I don’t want to be a mage.” She winced at the sulky note to her voice.

      Cayr tightened his arms around her “Well, your future will be your choice. Do as your king asks for now, but remember that when we are married, you can be whoever and whatever you wish.”

      She leaned up and kissed him. “Thank you.”

      

      Late that night, Alyx sat on the end of her bed, staring at the beautiful oak dresser in front of her. She’d left her curtains open, and moonlight shafted through the glass onto the carpet.

      She couldn’t believe that this was her last night in her beloved home. She was happy here—and safe. Would this leaden feeling of despair in her chest ever fade?

      “Aly-girl.” Her father appeared in the doorway, a large, empty canvas bag hanging from his left hand.

      “What’s that?”

      “You’re only allowed one bag of possessions at DarkSkull. You wouldn’t be able to carry your travel chest by yourself, and it’s too big anyway, so I found this.”

      Alyx eyed the bag. How would everything she wanted to take fit into that? Rather than disputing this with her father—she knew it would be useless, as useless as telling him she didn’t want to go—she only looked at him mutinously.

      “Have you been to DarkSkull Hall?”

      “A couple of times,” he said, surprising her. She’d thought her father had spent his whole life in Rionn.

      “What is it like there?”

      “It’s a big place, and isolated.” He came over and settled next to her on the bed. “From what your mother told me the masters there are very strict, and training is difficult.” Garan hesitated. “I won’t lie, you won’t find it easy there. You’ll be expected to fend for yourself. No servants, no overprotective father to get you out of trouble.”

      “That worries you,” she said, reading his expression easily.

      “I worry that I’ve coddled you too much. You’re my baby girl, so I’ve always done everything I could to make sure you were safe and happy and felt loved. I fear that has ill-prepared you for what you’re about to experience.”

      “I’m scared,” she admitted.

      He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and drew her close. “Your mother was strong, Aly-girl, and I think you’ll be just like her.”

      “You’re scared too,” she accused, hearing it in his voice.

      His chest rumbled as he chuckled. “I’m always scared when you’re out of my sight. That’s what it means to be a father.”

      “Will you come and visit me? I asked Cayr, but he wasn’t sure it would be allowed.”

      Garan sighed and sat back. “I had a long conversation with Casovar on that very issue. DarkSkull rules are strict, and they forbid visitors. They prefer students to be completely immersed in their studies without outside distractions.”

      “It sounds wonderful,” she said dryly.

      Silence fell between them for a few moments. Eventually Garan spoke again.

      “Do you want me to help you pack?”

      “No,” she told him, wanting to be alone. “I’ll be fine.”

      “All right.” He kissed her forehead. “But if you need me, just call.”

      Alyx waited until he was gone before rising and opening the doors to her closet. As she surveyed its contents, she tried to ignore how her hand trembled against the knob.

      

      Alyx found herself enveloped in a fierce hug by her father as they stood at the carriage door early the next morning. After another night of restless sleep, her eyes were bleary and her head ached. Her anger at her father had faded into the horrible realisation she was about to be parted from him for an entire year.

      “Isn’t there something you could do?” she tried pleading with him one last time. “The king is your best friend, papa. If you went to him, told him how much I want to stay…”

      “There’s no choice for either of us,” he said gently. “I’ve always taught you to be strong, to live up to our name. I need you to do that now, no matter how hard it is.”

      Tears welled in Alyx’s eyes, but she tried to be brave and stop them from falling. Her father hugged her tightly again.

      “I promise you this, Aly-girl. Do your best for me, and at the end of the first year, if you still don’t wish to be a mage, you don’t have to return to DarkSkull to continue your training.”

      “Lord-Mage Casovar said if I have magic, it will awaken by the end of the year. What if it does?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Garan said firmly. “Magic or not, you can stay here and never go back if that’s what you want. I will find a way to convince the king. You just need to commit yourself and try as hard as you can this first year. Deal?”

      Alyx straightened her shoulders and forced the tears away. “I promise that I’ll do my best to succeed at DarkSkull so that I can come back home to stay. I’ll hold up my end of the bargain.”

      “That’s my girl. I’m proud of you, Alyx.”

      “Ready to go? Daylight’s burning!”

      Alyx looked up at the sound of Dashan’s familiar voice. He was part of the formal escort of twenty Bluecoats who were to accompany her and the other trainee mages Lord-Mage Casovar had chosen. Despite her father’s protests to the contrary, Alyx could tell he was uneasy about the fact Casovar was insisting they travel overland through the disputed territory rather than by ship, so Alyx was glad of the escort.

      Cayr had told Alyx he’d requested Dashan be assigned to her guard so she would have someone familiar travelling with her. While Alyx appreciated his consideration, she wasn’t sure that Dashan’s presence on the trip would make things any better.

      His brown eyes were dancing with their usual mirth as he rode his stallion towards them, and his chocolate short-cropped hair sat neatly under his blue Guard’s cap.

      The Blue Guard dressed smartly in fitted royal blue jackets over crisp white shirts, navy long pants and navy caps. In cold weather, they added a long, royal blue cloak that hung rakishly off one shoulder and was pinned to their uniform by a gleaming silver brooch depicting a running horse. Alyx had never seen a Bluecoat whose black boots didn’t shine under the hems of their neatly pressed pants, or who wasn’t clean shaven, sober-looking and straight-backed.

      The Blue Guard specialised as a cavalry force also, and when not standing guard on the palace or the King, they could often be seen patrolling the city on their large, finely-bred cavalry mounts.

      “Am I allowed to say goodbye to my father first?” she snapped, irritated by Dashan’s cheerfulness.

      “Captain Audern has requested we get moving.” Dashan’s expression softened. “We have a long way to travel today.”

      “I know.” Garan hugged his daughter one more time and stepped back.

      Still stifling tears, Alyx turned and climbed up into the carriage. Her father smiled at her in reassurance, then lifted a hand of farewell as the driver called to the horses and the carriage lurched into movement down the long drive. She watched him through the window until the carriage rounded a turn in the driveway and he was obscured from sight.
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      The carriage creaked as it rattled down the road away from the palace and Egalion lands, and Alyx curled up in the corner, miserable. The sun came out soon after, slanting through the carriage windows but failing to cheer Alyx’s mood. A short time later, the sounds of people, animals and chatter filtered through the windows as they entered the city, and then the carriage slowed to a stop.

      A glance outside showed a quiet street lined with small houses. Alyx didn’t recognise the area, and judging from the state of some of the homes, this wasn’t the wealthy district of Alistriem. The street had been swept clean however, and the brightly coloured roses blooming near the doorways of several of the houses lent the place a cheerful air.

      A clatter of hooves sounded, and Dashan’s face hovered into view through the open carriage window.

      “Would you like to stretch your legs? There won’t be another stop for a while.”

      “I’m fine, thank you.”

      “Suit yourself.” He shrugged and moved away.

      Alyx sat listening to the sounds of the city around her for a long time. Street vendors in a distant market shouted their wares, children played across the street, a dog barked in a nearby house. The sounds made her even more depressed. They were the sounds of a home she knew and loved, and the thought of leaving for a year still made her heartsick.

      She was jolted from her thoughts by the carriage door opening and two strangers scrambling in. They looked roughly her own age, a boy and a girl, and both looked as uncomfortable and lost as Alyx felt.

      “Cheer up,” Dashan said from the open door. “We’ve a long way to go, and long faces aren’t going to make it go any faster.”

      At that, he shut the door with a flourish and the carriage lurched into motion. Alyx and the newcomers stared at each other for a long moment, and she wondered whether they both felt as stunned by their being sent to DarkSkull as she did.

      “I’m Finn A’ndreas.” The boy held out his hand in a friendly manner. “And this is my twin sister, Dawn.”

      Alyx stared in surprise. They hardly looked like twins. The boy had scruffy dark hair that fell messily over his forehead and ears, almost obscuring a pair of green eyes. In contrast, his twin had long, neatly-combed raven hair and dark blue eyes. The colouring was similar, but their facial features were very different. Both were slight, however, and while Finn was only Alyx’s height, Dawn was shorter.

      “We are twins,” the girl said with a small smile. “Everybody looks at us that way when we tell them.”

      “Our personalities are quite different too,” Finn said. “I’m the practical one; she’s the emotional one.”

      “I’m the neat one; he’s the messy one,” Dawn added.

      “But we both love grilled fish on hot crusty bread with oodles of butter,” they finished in a grinning chorus, clearly a routine they’d repeated over and over throughout their lives. Alyx was taken aback, unsure of what to make of them.

      “I’m Lady Alyx Egalion,” she said politely.

      Both sets of eyes widened, and Alyx instantly saw the similarity between them in their matched expressions of awe. Her introduction seemed to render them awkward, and after a glance at each other, the twins stopped talking. The headache she’d had earlier was throbbing in her temples, and their silence was a relief. The last thing in the world she felt like doing was making nice with a couple of strangers.

      

      The carriage travelled on through the day. After a while, the twins seemed to lose some of their awkwardness, and spent most of the time hanging out the window and staring at the surrounding countryside. The carriage followed the main road out to the east and Alyx guessed at some point they’d turn north and head up into the hills towards the rugged borderlands.

      They stopped at an inn that night. Dashan, seemingly having been chosen by his captain as the Bluecoat escort-mage trainee liaison, helped them out of the carriage, informing them this would be the one and only night they’d be staying at an inn.

      “What do you mean?” Alyx asked, halting instead of continuing inside.

      “We’re heading north into the border region from here,” he explained. “There aren’t any villages or inns in those hills, there’s no point, there’s nothing up there but wilderness. Then once we’re through Whistler Pass, we have to travel through the disputed area, and even if there were any Inns we certainly wouldn’t want to draw attention to ourselves by going to one of them.”

      Fear clenched Alyx’s heart. “I thought travel through the disputed area was allowed?”

      “It is, but the Shiven patrols through there can be pretty sensitive,” Dashan said. “Don’t worry, we’ll be fine.”

      Dashan walked off inside the inn, leaving Alyx standing outside alone in the rapidly cooling night. She looked down the road from where they’d come, wishing with every fibre of her being that she wasn’t leaving her home. Her yearning for it was already so strong that it almost brought tears to her eyes.

      Stifling the tears, she turned to begin walking towards the inn. Movement in the shadows by the parked carriage caught Alyx’s eyes, and then Finn and Dawn appeared. Apparently they’d not entered the inn as Alyx and Dashan had assumed.

      “Sounds like quite an adventure, doesn’t it?” Finn kicked at a pebble with his boot, eyes cast downward.

      “I didn’t know you were still out here,” Alyx said awkwardly.

      “I’m sorry, Lady Egalion,” Dawn said. “We didn’t listen in on purpose. Finn forgot his cloak in the carriage, and it’s cold out so we...”

      “Is it a hanging offence to eavesdrop on a high-born lady’s conversation?” Finn asked with the hint of a smile.

      Alyx sighed. “Don’t worry about it. Listen, I’m cold and hungry, I’m going inside. I suppose I’ll see you both in the morning.”

      “Night, Lady Egalion,” Dawn said politely, while Finn gave her a friendly nod.

      Alyx passed Dashan sitting at the bar with the other Bluecoats and went straight up to the room she’d been assigned. Once there, she stripped off her clothes and crept into bed, though anxiety and fear kept her awake for a long, long time.

      

      Three mornings after Alyx left home, she found herself standing at the end of Whistler Pass. The reason for its naming had become clear early the previous morning as a high-pitched keening sound reached them on the road. The sound of the wind flowing between the peaks had grown louder the further towards the pass they travelled.

      It was windy and cold at the summit, and Alyx wrapped her cloak tightly around herself as she mourned the balmy summer days of Alistriem she’d left behind. Not for the first time, she wondered what Cayr was doing at this moment. She wondered if he was missing her as much as she missed him already.

      “Ready to descend into disputed territory?” Dashan whispered in her ear, startling her.

      “You don’t look at all worried,” she said with a scowl.

      Dashan’s determinedly cheerful expression faded a little at her words, but his tone was jolly as he spoke. “We’ll be fine. After all, you have me with you.”

      Alyx looked away from Dashan, sending her gaze over the green carpet of treetops below the pass. They were thick enough to hide everything beneath them, including any Shiven patrols. Maybe they were already being watched. The thought made fear clutch at her again.

      “So this is where Shivasa claims their south eastern border extends to,” Finn remarked.

      “Yup,” Dashan said. “While Rionn claims the border is much further north, beyond the Harkness River. And so we have the disputed territory in between.”

      “One more step and we’re really leaving home, aren’t we?” Dawn asked, looking as lost as Alyx felt.

      “Yes, we will be.” Dashan favoured the pretty young girl with a charming smile. “And we’ve still got a long way to go.”

      Dawn coloured prettily and turned away. Alyx avoided rolling her eyes only with a supreme effort.

      “How much of the disputed territory do we have to pass through?” she asked him.

      “Not much. I’d guess it will take us three to four days to cross, providing we don’t have any trouble. That’s why we’re crossing here; it’s the shortest place to cross where the terrain is still passable for the carriage.”

      “Trouble?” Finn asked. “Like running into a Shiven patrol?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Great,” Alyx muttered as she turned and clambered back into the carriage with Finn. Lord-Mage Casovar’s insistence on sending them overland now seemed dubious. Surely it would have been better to travel safely by ship and arrive at DarkSkull late?

      Some minutes later, the carriage creaked into movement. Finn and Dawn continued hanging out the windows until heavy raindrops forced them to retreat inside and close the shutters. A stiff breeze kicked up, causing the temperature to drop rapidly and the shutters to rattle with every gust.

      The twins’ high spirits seemed to fade, and Alyx saw a distinct echo of her own melancholy in their faces. She was almost glad when one of them finally spoke.

      “I bet it would be warm and sunny on the Alistriem docks right now,” Finn said.

      Dawn nodded eagerly. “And the air would be filled with the smell of roasting chestnuts.”

      “And seaweed.” Her brother made a face.

      Alyx smiled, finding herself paying more attention to the twins’ conversation than she’d intended to. She could easily summon up the sights and smells they spoke of.

      “I don’t think DarkSkull Hall is anywhere near the ocean,” Dawn said wistfully.

      “I heard that it’s haunted.”

      “Haunted?” Dawn punched her brother in the arm. “You have too much imagination for your own good.”

      “I didn’t imagine it. I heard some boys talking about it. Not only is it haunted, but the ghosts are supposed to be evil.”

      “I suppose you got that from one of those dusty old tomes you like to stick your nose in?”

      “Just because I’m learned is no reason to mock me,” Finn said airily.

      “I don’t know of anybody in Rionn except the lord-mage and my father who have ever been to DarkSkull Hall, so how would anybody know that there are evil ghosts there?” Alyx pointed out. “Especially these boys you overheard.”

      “How do you know for sure that nobody from Rionn except for the lord-mage and your father have been to DarkSkull?” Finn asked reasonably.

      “I still can’t get my head around the fact that Lord-Mage Casovar wants us to form a cadre of mages to support the king,” Dawn said. “Lady Egalion, is your father a mage too? Is that why you were chosen?”

      Alyx stared moodily out the window. Dawn’s question touched on the sore-point she’d been nursing since learning her father had hidden the fact her mother had been a mage. The betrayal had been overshadowed by her utter despair at being forced to leave home, but the questions lurked in the back of her mind. “No, he isn’t, but my mother was. It doesn’t matter. I don’t want to be a mage, and I’m sure I’m not going to be one.”

      “So your power hasn’t awakened yet either?” Finn asked. “Mine hasn’t, but somehow Lord-Mage Casovar learned about Dawn. He says because we’re twins, it’s almost certain I have potential too.”

      “What do you mean, he learned about Dawn?” Alyx was curious despite herself. “Do you have magic?”

      “About a year ago I started hearing things, like snatches of conversation. My parents were worried I was going crazy, but last week Lord-Mage Casovar visited and told me it was magic. He’s not exactly sure what type of power it is, but apparently I’ll find out at DarkSkull.” She sighed. “I didn’t want to leave home either. What do mages even do?”

      Finn glanced at his sister and then burst out laughing. Dawn glared at him, which only deepened his amusement.

      “I don’t want to hear any more about what your precious books say. We’ve talked it to death, Finn, and you don’t know any more about DarkSkull or mages than I do.”

      He opened his mouth to reply, but Dawn cut him off. “And no, seeing a mage at the markets in Alistriem once—three years ago—does not count as knowing anything about mages.”

      “At least I’m not scared of being haunted by ghosts,” he teased.

      “No, you’re scared the Shiven are going to catch us.”

      The bickering continued about who was more scared of what until Dashan appeared at the carriage window.

      “I’d be more scared of the Madman of Widow Falls, if I were you. The Shiven are nothing compared to him.”

      “Don’t listen to him. He’s just trying to scare us.” Alyx rolled her eyes and turned away.

      “Who’s the Madman of Widow Falls?” Finn asked with interest.

      “Haven’t you heard the stories?” Dashan said. “He’s one of the Lords of Rionn. His estate includes a large stretch of land along the eastern border of the disputed area. Rumour says that any who venture onto his land without permission are captured by his ruthless warriors and carried back to his castle where they get disembowelled and eaten.”

      “That’s disgusting, Dash!” Alyx said, as usual unable to help correcting him. “The ‘Madman’ is simply one of the king’s more reclusive lords. He’s so reclusive I don’t even know his first name, but he certainly does not disembowel and eat people. I think the king might have noticed if that was the case and done something about it.”

      “That’s the story, I promise!” Dashan retorted. “It’s true that people have gone missing in that area, and Alyx herself says the man is a recluse. He has no contact with anyone outside his lands. Nobody I know has ever seen him. Every year his steward travels to Alistriem to pass on the estate’s taxes, but that’s his only contact with the crown.”

      “That doesn’t mean he disembowels and eats people,” Finn said thoughtfully.

      “Probably means he’s mad though,” Dashan retorted, flicking the reins and riding on ahead.

      “Why doesn’t he refer to you by your title?” Dawn seemed a little taken aback.

      “We’ve known each other since we were children.”

      “So you’re friends then? That explains it.”

      Alyx snorted. “I wouldn’t exactly call Dashan a friend.”

      “Oh,” Dawn replied, glancing at her brother.

      “How old would the Madman be?” Finn asked.

      “His title is Lord Mirren,” Alyx corrected. “He’d have to be fairly old. I don’t even know if he has children to inherit after he dies.”

      “Maybe he doesn’t,” Finn said ghoulishly. “Maybe he’s dead and rotting away in his castle and nobody knows. That’s why nobody has seen him in years.”

      “Shut up, Finn,” Dawn groused.

      

      They stopped as night fell, and Alyx followed the twins as they left the relative warmth of the carriage to eat by the fire. Roland—the designated cook—had prepared a rough stew but Alyx had never tasted anything so awful in her life. Dashan’s mocking look the previous night when she’d complained about the food kept her silent this evening, though.

      Once she’d eaten, Alyx went straight back into the carriage and lay down on the seat to try and sleep. Dawn stretched out on the opposite seat and Finn on the floor between them. They had thick blankets and the seats were cushioned, so it was comfortable and warm enough.

      Alyx found it impossible to fall asleep, though. The cushioned seats were lumpier than her bed at home, and the space too narrow for her to stretch out properly. It was hours before she fell into a fitful sleep, and even then she kept waking up to shift uncomfortably.

      

      They travelled on into the next day, and camped much the same way that night. The Bluecoats became more alert once they’d entered the disputed area and kept a tighter guard around the carriage.

      As she retired to the carriage to sleep that night, Dashan and another Bluecoat rode out to scout the area. The sight caused uneasiness to prickle through her, which made her restless and unable to sleep. From the amount of shifting that Dawn was doing Alyx gathered the girl wasn’t sleeping either.

      After finally falling asleep, Alyx was awoken later that night by the eerie howl of a wolf. She sat up, trying to stretch, and noted that the rain had returned and was tapping on the windows of the carriage. The wolf howled again, sounding close by, and Alyx tried to stifle a spurt of fear. Blankets rustled as Finn and Dawn sat up too.

      “Do you think we’re in danger?” Dawn whispered.

      “Not in here,” Alyx said. “But I hope the Bluecoats are all right.”

      “Maybe it’s the Madman’s men out hunting?” Finn said. “Dashan was telling me he owns dogs that are trained to hunt their prey down before killing them.”

      “Finn, please,” Dawn hissed.

      By the light of day, Dashan’s story had seemed silly, calculated to scare Finn and Dawn and annoy Alyx, but now the tale took on a new, eerie feeling.

      “Lord Mirren’s lands are far to the east of here. And that was a wolf howling, not a dog.” Alyx tried to keep her voice steady but failed.

      “Alyx is right,” Dawn said firmly.

      A gust of wind shook the carriage, setting it rocking on its hinges. Both Alyx and Dawn smothered gasps of fright, then looked at each other sheepishly. Finn snorted at them both in amusement.

      Suddenly, in the dark and shared fear, the twins didn’t seem to Alyx quite so much a world away from her. She glanced across at Dawn and saw in the dim moonlight that the girl had gone pale.

      “Dawn? What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t know,” she whispered. “I can hear voices on the wind.”

      Finn abruptly scrambled upwards from under his blankets. “You mean like you did sometimes back home?”

      “Yes. Exactly like that.”

      “What can you hear?”

      “You know I’m never able to make out actual words.” A note of frustration crept into the girl’s voice. “They’re too distant… I can’t make it out. They’re not nice voices though. Such anger, such hate. It almost hurts.”

      “When this happened before, what was it you heard?” Alyx asked.

      Finn replied when Dawn merely shuddered and huddled back into her blankets. “Nothing special. Sometimes she’d know when people were in another room of the house, or if our father came home early from work.”

      “I never felt it like this though,” Dawn whispered.

      Alyx shuddered, her stomach twisting into knots. Dawn was probably letting the night and howling wind run away with her imagination, but something about the way she spoke resonated with Alyx. She wanted to dismiss the girl’s words but couldn’t.

      “Dawn, it might just be your imagination. Lady Egalion and I can’t hear anything. Take a deep breath and relax,” Finn soothed.

      “No.” Dawn’s voice trembled. “I wish it was my imagination, but it’s not.”

      “All right, I believe you.” Finn reached out and drew her against him. “Can you tell how far away they are?”

      “Not really.” She shivered. “I think it’s stopped now.”

      “Let’s try and get back to sleep.” Alyx laid back down. “I’m sure the Bluecoats will have us up early tomorrow morning.”

      “Whatever you heard, Dawn, it can’t be close, or else the guards would have raised the alarm.” Finn sounded firmer now. “We’re fine. Get some rest.”

      Alyx settled back down on the seat, unable to get comfortable, jumping every time she heard a noise outside. It was hours before she was able to fall back into an uneasy sleep.
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      By the time morning came, the light rain had turned into a solid downpour. Casta rapped on the carriage door to politely inform Alyx that breakfast had been made for them.

      The Bluecoats had erected a tarpaulin sheet between two trees in an attempt to stay dry the previous night. It was flapping loudly in the wind as Alyx and the twins clustered around the small fire beneath it to eat. Dashan and the other Bluecoat Alyx had seen ride off the night before still hadn’t returned.

      Alyx stared moodily at her food, any appetite she’d had taken away by the discomfort of the hard ground and itching of her skin. Making time for washing clothes or bathing hadn’t been high on the Bluecoats priority list so far. The twins huddled together nearby and ate in silence. Dawn still looked pale and worried and Finn was clearly concerned for his sister.

      Neither of them took much notice of Alyx, which was fine with her. Apart from their fleeting moment of shared fear the night before, she was unsure of how to relate to them, particularly when they often seemed either awed around her or awkward about how to speak to her.

      As the daughter of a rich and powerful Lord, Alyx had never had to expend any effort to make friends or be well-liked. Her friends – children of equally rich or powerful nobility – had just always been there. Faced with two people her own age who came from such different circumstances, and clearly were uncomfortable with her rank, she had no idea how to even begin making friends. She wasn’t even sure she wanted to try.

      Hoof beats sounding in the distance made Alyx start violently, but her racing heart calmed as Dashan galloped up the road with the other Bluecoat. He hauled his stallion into a sliding halt, spraying mud everywhere. They were both soaked to the skin and their sharp blue uniforms were limp and clinging to their bodies. Dashan looked uncharacteristically grave as his brown eyes scanned their group until they settled on Audern—the unit captain.

      “Sir, I suggest we get packed up and ready to go at once. We should leave the carriage and continue on horseback.”

      “What’s happened?” Alyx asked in alarm.

      Dashan ignored her as his captain asked the same question, stiffly; he clearly didn’t like Dashan’s decisive tone.

      “There’s a Shiven patrol tracking us, sir. They’re a couple hours behind.”

      “You’re certain?” Audern’s stiffness vanished, replaced by concern.

      “Yes, sir. Tijer and I saw their tracks.”

      “Clear as day, sir,” Tijer added. “It could be they’re just making sure we’re not up to anything, but I don’t like it. If we leave the carriage we can take a more direct route through the forest and get across the border into Tregaya faster.”

      Audern thought through the situation, staring off into the distance. Eventually his face cleared as he came to a decision. “All right. It could be nothing, but I don’t want to take any chances given we’re on protective detail.”

      Audern’s command broke the tense silence that had fallen. The camp became a hive of activity as the Bluecoats prepared to move out quickly.

      “How do you know they’re following us?” Alyx grabbed at Dashan’s wet sleeve; for the moment he hadn’t been given any orders.

      “We saw their tracks.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I know you think I’m good for nothing,” he snapped. “But I am one of the elite king’s Guard, the most highly trained warriors in Rionn. Do you think I’ve been sitting around polishing my sword this past year or something?”

      “No, I just—”

      “I know what I’m doing, Alyx.” He strode away.

      Alyx glanced over at Finn and Dawn, who both looked frightened. Behind them two Bluecoats unpacked rations from the carriage and began stuffing them into their saddlebags.

      “Wait, Dash.” Alyx ran after him, grabbing the tails of his coat and forcing him to turn and face her.

      “What is it?”

      “We should go back to Rionn,” she urged. “If there’s trouble, Finn, Dawn and I can’t defend ourselves, and there are only twenty of you.”

      Dashan’s face darkened, but she spoke before he could.

      “This is not a comment on your abilities. We can go back and take a ship to Tregaya if Lord-Mage Casovar still insists on us going to DarkSkull Hall. He’ll just have to accept us arriving late.”

      “I hear you, but Tijer was right. The Shiven are more than likely just shadowing us to make sure we’re not up to anything. If we turn back now, they might think we’re looking to attack or set an ambush. It’s safer to continue on.”

      Alyx stared at him, fear clogging her throat.

      “We’ll need blankets,” Finn said suddenly, turning and jogging over to the carriage.

      His wiry form reached inside and began dragging out blankets. Dawn caught the one he tossed at her and wrapped it around her shoulders. She then joined her brother in packing a bag for them both.

      “They’ve got the right idea.” Dashan gave Alyx a gentle shove. “Go and help them.”

      Reluctantly, she helped the twins pack a small saddlebag each, and then reached into the carriage and rifled around for the small bag of gold coins her father had given her. She tied that to her skirt belt and reluctantly stepped back, leaving everything else behind. The bag she’d brought was too large to carry on horseback.

      “You okay?” Dawn asked.

      “Yes.” Alyx tore her gaze from the bag and straightened her shoulders. Everything she had left from home was in that bag, but she’d promised her father she’d do her best and whining about abandoning the dresses she’d packed certainly didn’t fall in that category. “I’m ready to go.”

      By then the Bluecoats were organised. Alyx found herself being lifted into the saddle in front of Casta by Dashan. Dashan then helped Finn onto Tijer’s horse before pulling Dawn onto his own. Audern called out the order to ride, then wheeled his stallion around and led them away at a canter.

      Immediately the trees closed in about them. Alyx struggled to stay balanced on the horse’s back as it plunged through the undergrowth. Casta had one arm wrapped tightly around her middle, the other holding the reins. Alyx was juggled around like a sack of potatoes.

      Her awareness narrowed to a blur of slapping tree branches and gripping the saddle pommel for dear life. Soon her arms and shoulders were aching from holding on so tightly, her legs bruised and scratched from bumping into passing trees and undergrowth. The rain made the ground slippery and she almost fell off completely each time the horse slipped sideways in the mud.

      They rode for what seemed like a lifetime until eventually the horses began to tire. The gait of the stallion underneath Alyx slowed to a tired walk, his coat lathered with sweat.

      “I think something is wrong with Dawn,” Dashan called out suddenly.

      The girl sat slumped in Dashan’s hold, her face deathly pale.

      “Dawn?” Finn called out sharply. “Are you all right?”

      “They’re still following us,” Dawn answered, her voice thick with dread.

      “Who is?” Audern asked in confusion.

      “The voices have come back. They hurt now, like a really high-pitched sound in my head.”

      “The what?” Dashan looked incredulous.

      Dawn shook her head, concentrating, then looked at Alyx. “The same voices I heard last night, the ones that hate us. I can still hear them.”

      “I know you’re scared, but are you sure?” Finn said.

      “I am. I’m not imagining it, I promise.”

      “I see.” Audern’s confused expression faded as he regarded Alyx and the twins. “Lord-Mage Casovar has identified you as a potential mage, Miss A’ndreas. What can you tell me about what you’re hearing?”

      “It’s non-specific,” the girl struggled to explain. “Like snatches of words, or sometimes a cluster of voices all at once. I can feel the emotion behind them. Anger, and triumph, a ruthless focus.”

      The Bluecoats looked as thoroughly spooked as Alyx at those words.

      “If we assume what you’re hearing is the Shiven on our tail, maybe it can help us,” Dashan suggested. “Can you tell how close they are?”

      Dawn concentrated. “What I hear fades in and out, it’s not constant. I think they’re far away… but I’m fairly sure they still have our trail.”

      Alyx didn’t miss the concerned looks passing between the Bluecoats around her. This clearly wasn’t normal Shiven patrol behaviour. Her hands clenched tightly around the leather pommel as she fought to stay calm.

      “We’ll keep going as long as the horses can carry us,” Audern said. “Miss A’ndreas, let me know at once if anything changes.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The Bluecoats urged their horses on, though they could no longer move faster than a trot. Alyx kept glancing across at Dawn, shuddering at the thought of the voices the girl kept hearing. If what Dawn was experiencing was her mage power then Alyx didn’t want any part of something like that. Finn kept looking over at his sister too, plastering a smile of reassurance on his face whenever she caught him looking. Alyx shivered again, willing the sick knots in her stomach to relax, wishing for the first time that she was braver.

      For the rest of the day, they travelled through thick forest. All around them was the same unending lines of trees and knee-high green undergrowth. Water dripped down on them from the leaves above as a steady, drizzling rain continued to fall.

      Late in the afternoon, Audern called a halt and sent one of his more agile men climbing up a nearby tree. When the Bluecoat descended, he and Audern held a murmured conversation while Alyx and the twins watched. After some minutes, Audern rode his horse over, and everyone gathered around him.

      “Yirin couldn’t see any signs of pursuit, but there looks to be a storm blowing in. Miss A’ndreas, can you still hear the voices?”

      “They’re fainter than before, but still there, sir.”

      “All right. Who’s got the map?”

      Casta pulled a map from one of his saddlebags and handed it to Audern, who studied it for a few moments. “No matter what their intent, I think it would be best to try and shake the Shiven shadowing us. The Harkness River isn’t far, and once there we’ll need to turn east and follow it for about twenty miles before reaching a suitable crossing point. It’s off our intended path but the wilder terrain should help us lose our pursuers. Once we’ve crossed to the northern side of the river we’ll have a straight shot north to the Tregayan border.”

      Alyx peered over his shoulder to where he was pointing on the map, but it was all just incoherent squiggly lines to her. Audern conferred with two of his Bluecoats for a few moments about scouting back along their trail to see how far behind the Shiven were.

      “Do you think we’ll make it, Dash?” Alyx looked towards the only familiar face nearby.

      His characteristic devil-may-care grin lit up his face. “Of course we will. I’m in this little party, after all.”

      “That’s reassuring.” Somehow Alyx found the energy to roll her eyes.

      “Seriously, Alyx, Captain Audern is one of the best. Your father and the king made sure you were well protected when they chose Audern to lead your guard.” Dashan smiled again. “We should reach the Harkness by nightfall and then we can find some shelter and get out of this weather.”

      But the sky darkened ominously as the afternoon progressed, and soon black storm clouds were gathering overhead. A gusty wind kicked up and snapped Alyx’s hair into her face. The terrain they were crossing became an increasingly steep downward incline and the tired horses had to slow even further.

      Daylight faded into dim twilight as the wind gusted and heavy droplets of rain started falling. Dashan’s unguarded face flashed with relief when they heard rushing water not far off. Minutes later they emerged from the trees onto the banks of a wide, fast flowing river. After the recent rainfall, the turbulent water was flooding the banks, tearing up small bushes and sucking them into the flow.

      Audern slipped down from the saddle, giving orders to the other Bluecoats to set up a shelter. Casta dismounted before helping Alyx down. Her legs gave out as she touched the mud, and Casta had to grab her arm to prevent her from falling.

      “Are you all right?” he asked, his blue eyes smiling at her.

      “Just stiff,” she responded. “I think I’m okay now.”

      “All right, let me help you somewhere a bit dryer.”

      Staggering slightly, she allowed Casta to guide her over to stand under a large tree while the Bluecoats worked. Dawn and Finn soon joined her, but nobody spoke.

      

      The small group huddled together underneath the tarpaulin sheet as rain and wind lashed at them all night. The weather was too wild and wet for any of them to sleep, especially when the Harkness flooded its banks even further, the water’s edge creeping closer and closer to them. Alyx spent the time squeezed between Dashan and Dawn, shivering from the cold and unable to get warm or comfortable.

      Sometime near dawn the wind died off and the rain slowed to a light drizzle. Alyx must have drifted off into a doze, for the next thing she knew, morning light filtered through her eyelids. She cracked her eyes open, taking in the drizzle, grey sky, and swollen, rushing river.

      Dashan was no longer beside her, and most of the Bluecoats were also out of sight. Dawn had fallen asleep against her shoulder, and Finn was snoring on his sister’s other side. Footsteps sounded and Dashan appeared out of the surrounding trees. His distinctive blue cap had vanished, his coat was unbuttoned, and he looked rumpled and muddy.

      Alyx shifted, waking Dawn in the process. The girl yawned and sat up, rubbing sleep blearily from her eyes, then suddenly stiffened.

      “Dawn?” Finn asked, half asleep but sensing his sister’s distress.

      “They’re close.” Dawn looked at her twin. “The voices, they’re really close.”

      “How close?” he asked.

      “Closer than I’ve felt them yet.” Dawn shook her head in frustration. “I’m sorry I can’t be more specific.”

      Dashan stared at Dawn for a long moment, then turned and bellowed for the Bluecoats to get back to camp.

      “What is it?” Audern demanded as he strode from the trees.

      “Dawn thinks the Shiven are close.”

      Audern’s hand dropped to his sword and he scanned the trees around them. As Bluecoats appeared, they formed up around the camp in a calm and disciplined fashion, a sight that reassured Alyx.

      Then a whistling object flew through the clearing, embedding itself in a tree right beside Tijer’s ear.

      Time seemed to freeze for a moment while everyone stared at the quivering arrow, then the calm abruptly shattered. Audern shouted orders even as another arrow took Jakka in the throat and his body crumpled to the ground. Metal rang as Bluecoats drew swords and looked for cover.

      “Get to the horses, Alyx!” Dashan roared at her. “Go with Casta!”

      Alyx’s stiffened muscles protested violently as Casta took her arm and pulled her at a run towards his horse. Her hands reached for the pommel of the saddle as the stallion half-reared in fright. She staggered sideways and fell, only barely managing to drag herself back upright. Something whirred past her ear and then an arrow embedded itself in the tree beside her head.

      “Dashan!” she screamed.

      He looked back, taking in the arrow with a quick glance. A second later, several strange men came running down the riverbank towards them, swords drawn.

      Alyx froze in terror. She’d never seen Shiven warriors in the flesh before. They were tall, broad-shouldered like Dashan, and she could see his likeness in their intense dark eyes. Their skin was much fairer though, and their clothes were an unusual motley collection that made them seem alien and terrifying.

      Unlike Alyx, who remained frozen in fear, Dashan was already moving. He strode into the centre of the clearing, sword raised, dropping into a defensive stance. Several other Bluecoats joined him on Audern’s order, while others split off to surround Alyx and the twins as they mounted.

      “Go!” Dashan bellowed at her again. “Go!”

      “Lady Egalion, get on the horse!” Audern shouted as he raced towards her.

      Her attention was torn from the fight as Casta reached down to haul her up in front of him. Tijer and Roland dragged Dawn and Finn onto their own agitated mounts.

      Casta then yanked the stallion sideways and kicked him into a fast gallop. Alyx almost lost her seat again and pain stabbed in her fingers as she desperately tried to hold on. The Bluecoats clustered together as they swung east and galloped along the banks of the churning Harkness.

      She tried to look back to see what was happening with Dashan, but it was too difficult while she was trying to maintain her seat. Arrows followed them, whirring through the air. Alyx crouched down in terror over the horse’s neck—she could barely believe what was happening.

      The bank of the river consisted of thick mud, and the stuff flew everywhere as the horses waded through it as quickly as they could. Alyx watched in horror as one Bluecoat caught an arrow high in his neck and toppled off his horse with a cry.

      Seconds later, another was killed as two arrow shafts embedded themselves in his back. Tijer looked back, shouted a command, then turned his horse away from the river. Alyx’s stomach lurched as Casta and Roland and the remaining Bluecoats followed suit, and they plunged back into the forest.

      Now the hail of arrows lightened. Casta shouted for them all to keep together, and Jenka rode up beside Roland and Tijer. The twins were holding on for dear life. Arrows took two more of the Blue Guards before they rode clear, their pursuers left behind.

      

      Alyx had never felt more wretched in her life as they sat huddled together near the rushing waters of the Harkness late that night. They’d been forced to ride at a gallop for the rest of the day, until the horses were foundering. Now they couldn’t afford a fire in case it was spotted, and the rain continued to fall on them in a steady drizzle. Every muscle in her body ached, and she was wet and cold. She wanted so desperately to be home with her father and Cayr that it almost brought tears to her eyes.

      What made it worse was that Dashan hadn’t yet returned. She didn’t know how she was ever going to tell Cayr if he’d been killed. Anger sparked briefly underneath her weariness; what had Lord-Mage Casovar been thinking, to send them this way? Even more pressing—why had the Shiven attacked them? Five Bluecoats were dead. They’d died in front of her. Nausea swept through her at the memory.

      The twins murmured quietly beside her, but Alyx stared away from them, not wanting to be drawn into their conversation. In Audern’s absence, Tijer had taken control, probably because he was the oldest of those remaining. He and Jenka conversed in low tones as they discussed heading back to scout along their trail for signs of Audern, Dashan, and the others who stayed to fight the Shiven. Jenka sounded angry, but Tijer spoke patiently and eventually Jenka gave a sharp nod.

      “Miss A’ndreas?” Tijer came over and knelt in front of them, his dark hair framing a narrow face that looked gaunt in the dim light. “Can you tell us anything?”

      “They’re not close.” Dawn shivered. “At least, I don’t think so. I haven’t heard anything but faint whispers for a while now. What I hear isn’t constant though, I don’t know how much we can rely on it.”

      “Tijer, we can’t leave the others back there. What if they need help?” Roland approached. He had been the liveliest Bluecoat of the group, but now his good humour had vanished and he was as grim as the others.

      Tijer looked at Dawn for a long moment, clearly torn. “Let’s assume Miss A’ndreas is right and we’ve lost them for now. We can’t afford to go back and have them pick us up again. Our priority is the safety of our charges. If the others made it, they’ll need to find their own way out.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You and Casta take first watch. Jenka and I will relieve you in a few hours.”

      Alyx thought all four Bluecoats looked horribly young in the dim light, none of them more than a few years old than Dashan. Approaching hoof-beats sounded over the rain. Alyx jumped in fright. Steel rang as the Bluecoats drew their swords.

      Everyone relaxed a moment later as Dashan rode into the clearing and dismounted. His blue jacket was torn and spatters of dried blood spread over the white shirt he wore underneath. Dark shadows lined his eyes, and his shoulders slumped.

      “Dash!” Alyx leapt to her feet. “You’re okay?”

      “Just barely.” He strode over. “Good work getting them clear, Lieutenant.”

      “Thanks. Where’s the Captain?” Tijer asked.

      “We got clear, but then we were separated,” Dashan replied. “I don’t know if he made it.”

      “And Dorian and Sasha?”

      Dashan simply shook his head. Tijer flinched, and Roland dropped wearily to the ground. Jenka reached out a hand to settle on his shoulder.

      “Miss A’ndreas thinks we’ve lost them for now,” Tijer spoke into the silence. “Did you notice any sign of pursuit?”

      “I shook them a while back,” Dashan said, leading his horse over to the others and busying himself with unsaddling and tying him up.

      At a nod from Tijer, Roland and Casta left to stand watch. Tijer then drew Dashan and Jenka away for a murmured conversation while Alyx and the twins were left alone.

      They sat in silence for a long time. Alyx certainly didn’t know what to say, and it seemed neither of the twins did either. Everyone started at the sound of another approaching horse, then relaxed as Roland called the all clear. Yirrin rode tiredly into the camp a few moments later. More time passed, and none of the other missing Bluecoats joined them.

      “We’re going to make it,” Finn said unexpectedly, breaking the silence.

      Dawn nodded at his words. “The voices have gone faint. I can barely hear them now.”

      “That doesn’t mean we’ve lost them.” Dashan hunkered down before them. “The Shiven are skilled trackers.”

      “Why did they attack us?” Alyx asked. “We didn’t do anything wrong. I don’t understand.”

      “I don’t either.” Dashan sounded grim. “Shiven patrols don’t attack unprovoked like that. There’s never been an incident this far from Port Rantarin.”

      “Do you think they’ll leave us alone now?”

      “I don’t know. I hope so. We have to assume the worst, though, that they’ll keep pursuing us.”

      “What do we do?” Finn asked.

      “We’ll follow Captain Audern’s instructions: continue east until we reach the river crossing, then head straight north. If it makes you feel any better, we’re actually angling back towards the Rionnan border, near the Madman’s lands, in fact.”

      “How long will it take once we’re across the river?” Alyx asked.

      “A couple of days at least, maybe longer.”

      She looked away. The thought of enduring this level of fear and discomfort for another several days was unbearable, yet she had no choice but to go on. The twins said nothing either. They were huddled together looking pale and drawn. Alyx gritted her teeth and told herself she’d get through this. She had to if she wanted to see Cayr and her father again.

      “How are you doing there, mage-girl?” Dashan seemingly read her thoughts.

      “I’m fine.”

      He watched her for a moment, eyes dark in his weary face. “Sure you are.”

      “Do I have any other choice?”

      “Nope. You’re doing well so far, though. Just keep putting one foot in front of the other.” He smiled, reached out to touch her shoulder, then rose and walked away. Alyx shivered as she watched him join the other Bluecoats. Only six of them left to protect her now. If only her father knew what was happening—deep down she knew that if he’d believed there was a chance any of this would happen, he would have refused to send her, king’s order or not.

      That thought was small comfort. It was too late to go back now.
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      The Shiven caught up with them the next day as they reached the river crossing and began fording their way across the swift-flowing Harkness. They were strung out across the river, hanging onto the horses to stop themselves being swept away in the strong current.

      Tijer hadn’t wanted to risk more men by sending scouts along their back trail, and so the first they knew of the approach was Dawn crying out in fright. Alyx looked back towards the girl.

      “What is it?”

      “I can hear them again. They’re close.”

      “How close?” Tijer called out.

      “Like the other morning.”

      “Let’s hurry this up,” Dashan said. “We need to get across to safety before they reach us.”

      Water splashed as a sense of panicked urgency set in. Alyx kept casting glances back at the shore until she spotted the shapes of men inside the trees along the riverbank. Tijer saw them at the same time and shouted out a warning.

      Seconds later, arrows whizzed across the surface of the water. Yirrin was killed instantly as an arrow drove into his chest. Alyx stared, transfixed, as his lifeless body drifted away on the current.

      “Keep moving,” Tijer ordered. “Use the horses for cover.”

      Alyx ducked underwater to avoid the arrows and water flooded into her mouth and nose. She came straight back up, choking and spluttering. The horse she and Casta were holding onto sensed her panic and began thrashing about.

      She was hit in the face by the horse’s tossing head, dislodging her grip on his mane. The current picked her up but she was a strong enough swimmer that she managed to swim close to Casta and grab his outstretched hand. He shielded her with his body until they made it across to the opposite bank, just behind Dashan.

      Once there, they dragged the horses across the open ground as arrows rained down around them. When they’d reached the trees, Dashan grabbed Alyx and pulled her under cover. Casta took both horses and drew them deeper into the woods before tying their reins loosely around a low-hanging branch.

      “Stay down,” Dashan yelled at her, yanking off his jacket and letting it drop to the ground. His white shirt clung to his skin and water streamed from his hair. He was pale, eyes darker than usual, as he regarded her. “I mean it, Alyx. Stay down. I’ll be back.”

      “Dash, no!” she shouted as he and Casta ran back to wade into the water and help the twins, Roland, Jenka and their horses. Arrows whistled around them, and Alyx watched with her heart in her throat as Dashan made it back out of the river with both twins and a horse. Roland and Jenka struggled out behind them. Tijer was the last, blood streaming down the arm holding his plunging horse.

      “Keep moving,” he said as he gained the cover of the trees and brought his horse under control. “Dashan, take the lead but stick close to Lady Egalion and the twins. Jenka, Casta, keep to the rear. Roland and I will take the left and right flanks. If you see anything, shout loudly.”

      “Will they follow us over the river?” Alyx asked, teeth chattering from the cold.

      Dashan nodded; he was shivering too as he pulled his soaked jacket back on. “But they’ll find it slower going without horses. Come on.”

      He lifted her up onto Casta’s horse, then put Finn up behind Jenka. In under a minute, he’d pulled Dawn onto his own horse, and was leading the way through the trees. Darkness crept over the forest early as thick grey clouds coalesced overhead.

      “I can hear them again,” Dawn spoke, making Alyx jump. “Somewhere to the east of us, I think.”

      “Another patrol?” Casta wondered aloud.

      “What is going on here?” Jenka’s face was tight with anger.

      Before anyone could make a reply, a howling reverberated through the trees. The sound was high-pitched and eerie. It made the skin on the back of Alyx’s neck prickle.

      “What was that?” Finn asked, voice shaky.

      “I don’t know,” Tijer called out. “Let’s bring it in. The light is fading, and I don’t want anyone out of sight.”

      They urged the horses on, but they were exhausted, and couldn’t manage more than a slow trot. The howling came again, closer this time. Alyx spotted a shadow moving through the trees to their left. She caught a flash of yellow eyes, and then the howling came again, unexpectedly close.

      The horses panicked. The one carrying Dashan and Dawn reared spectacularly before setting off at a frantic gallop. Casta’s horse followed suit, and Alyx hung on desperately as Casta swore and tried to bring him under control. Bushes and branches slapped past, the horses heedless of where they were going in their panic.

      Shadowy creatures appeared out of the dimness, pacing alongside them. The galloping horses burst into a clearing. Alyx was on the second horse and didn’t see much of what happened next. Spitting and snarling echoed through the trees, there was a blur of movement, then her horse was screaming and blood spurted from its throat.

      She and Casta were tipped sideways, hitting the ground hard and only just managing to scramble out of the way before being crushed by the dying horse. Arrows hissed through the air, coming perilously close to each of them. Alyx screamed in sheer terror, and Dawn was screaming too.

      Without warning, she was picked up and dragged away from the horse. Screaming again, she struggled, but the arms that held her were like iron. She twisted around and saw a fierce-looking man with shaved head before she was dumped onto the back of another horse. The stranger jumped up behind her, trapping her.

      The horse was kicked into a gallop. Not wanting to struggle further and fall off, Alyx stayed still, trying to master her terror but failing miserably. She was too scared to scream anymore, every muscle in her body turning rigid with panic.

      A terrifying ride through the dark forest ensued. She could hear other horses around them, but see nothing, and the man behind her was completely silent. He rode his horse with exceptional skill, directing it with small movements of his body.

      After what felt like days’ worth of riding, but was probably only an hour or so, a pair of tall iron gates loomed out of the mist. The horses galloped through, continuing up a long stone driveway crowded thickly by fir trees.

      Beyond the trees, the outline of a large mansion loomed, possibly a castle. Her abductor pulled up in a torchlit gravel courtyard by the front steps, slipping off the horse and dragging her off behind him. He kept firm hold of her, giving her no chance to escape. Other horses rode up, and with relief Alyx saw the twins, looking scared but alive. Dashan and the four other Bluecoats were there too, weapons confiscated, wrists bound securely.

      Her attention turned to their abductors. Clearly warriors, they looked fearsome in the light cast by the flickering torches with their shaved skulls and bristling weaponry. All wore a motley garb of mixed browns and greens that likely helped them blend in with the forest. They weren’t Shiven though, Alyx could tell that much. Then she remembered Casta’s words from earlier and realisation hit her.

      They were on the Madman’s lands. They’d gone too far east. These must be his men.

      “Are you all right, Alyx?” Dashan called out, and received a vicious club to the head for his efforts. She winced as he doubled up in pain, then offered him a shaky nod to show she was physically unharmed.

      As the gates closed, the warriors dragged them up the steps and inside, into a large, airy hall lit with a warm orange light from fireplaces set along the walls. Alyx blinked, trying to adjust to this new reality. Was she still in danger?

      A figure appeared at the top of the steps at the end of the hall, his boots echoing on the stone as he strode down.

      “What’s going on here?” he demanded.

      Alyx studied him as a means of distraction from her fear. He was a young man, probably only a few years older than her, with a handsome, serious face, brown hair cut severely short and hard green eyes. He was tall too, of a height with Dashan or maybe even a little taller.

      “My Lord.” One of their abductors stepped forward to salute sharply.

      “Why are there strangers in my hall, Romney?”

      “We were on patrol over the border and spotted them approaching our lands. They were being chased by a group of Shiven trackers and a pack of their trained wolves. The Shiven we killed, but under the mud these are Bluecoats—escorting the young women, I’d say. I wasn’t sure what you’d want me to do with them, so we brought them back here.”

      The man moved forward. Though Romney had referred to him as a lord, he was dressed simply, in breeches and a shirt. He moved gracefully, but held himself stiffly, with his back ramrod straight. Alyx was confused. From what she understood, the Lord of Widow Falls was a much older man. Could this be his son? Her father, Cayr, and the court rumour mill had never mentioned a son, or that the old lord had died.

      “Who are you?” he demanded now.

      “That’s Lady Alyx Egalion,” Dashan said defiantly. “The daughter of Lord Garan Egalion of Rionn, chief advisor to the king of Rionn.”

      The young man’s eyes snapped from Dashan to Alyx at his words. “You expect me to believe the daughter of Lord Egalion was being chased through the disputed territory by a pack of Shiven?”

      Dashan’s jaw clenched. “My unit was escorting Lady Egalion and her two companions to Tregaya. Time was of the essence, and our orders were to travel overland. Despite the tensions in the disputed area, we were far from Port Rantarin and had no expectation of being attacked along the way.”

      “The Shiven attacked you unprovoked?”

      Tijer levelled a quelling look at Dashan and stepped forward. “Yes, sir. We picked them up on our trail soon after crossing the border, and several days later they attacked without warning. I am Lieutenant Tijer, sir, now in charge of this unit. May I ask who you are?”

      Ignoring Tijer, the young man simply stared at Alyx for a long moment, the skin around his eyes tightening imperceptibly. “You are the daughter of Garan Egalion?”

      “Yes, I am,” she said, wishing that her voice wasn’t trembling as she spoke. “If you truly are the lord here, then you know what he’ll do to you if you hurt me in any way.”

      “Your father doesn’t scare me,” he said dismissively, stepping back. “Romney, put them in a room under guard. I’ll think about what to do with them.”

      “Wait!” Dashan said angrily, struggling as they tried to drag him away. “Who are you? The lord of Widow Falls was an old man, last I checked. That is where we are, yes?”

      A cold smile spread across the young man’s face. “Your information is old, Bluecoat. My father died some years ago. I am Lord Ladan Mirren of Widow Falls, and yes, you are in my home.”

      “How do we know that’s true?” Dashan demanded. “If you are truly a lord of Rionn, you wouldn’t be holding us captive here, no matter what the stories say.”

      Ladan’s expression turned wintry. “I’m not holding you captive here. I simply require time to speak with my men and determine whether you are telling the truth. You won’t be harmed in the meantime.”

      Dashan’s expression settled into a glare. When he opened his mouth to reply, however, Tijer stopped him with another look.

      Ladan seemed unfazed. “Romney, get them out of here.”

      They were marched down a set of spiral steps lit only by intermittent, smoky lanterns. Dashan, the Bluecoats and the twins were thrown into separate rooms. Alyx was taken further along the corridor and up a set of stone steps. At the top of the steps, a heavy door opened, and she was ordered inside.

      Still trembling with fear, she backed up, seeing only a bare room with a narrow bed and a single, high window in the darkness. The rain pattered on the glass, a calm counterpoint to the fear racking her body. Why had her father sent her away? Why had she agreed? She should have fought more, run away, anything to avoid this fear and danger.

      Though her body was limp with exhaustion, Alyx couldn’t manage to relax enough to sleep at all for the remainder of the night. She lay on the hard mattress, facing the door, and starting with fright every time she heard a noise outside. She half-expected the Madman’s men to come any moment to kill her, even though she kept telling herself they were just stories made up to frighten children.

      

      By the time the faint light of dawn trickled through the window, Alyx was cold and cramped, her eyes gritty and sore with lack of sleep.

      The door thudded open soon after. Two warriors, dressed in the same motley brown/green, came in and gestured for her to get up. They were gentler this time, allowing her to steady herself before one of them took firm hold of her arm.

      Alyx was taken to a bathing room where a maid helped her to undress and slip into a steaming hot bath. Not seeing any option to refuse, Alyx did as she was told, and the maid passed her a piece of soap to clean herself with.

      After a short time, the maid signalled she was to get out, and pointed to a stack of clean clothes sitting on a nearby chair. Then she left.

      Thoroughly confused now—why was she being allowed a bath and fresh clothes after the cold way they’d been treated the night before? —Alyx struggled to pull on a fresh tunic over riding skirts. Her hair she bound roughly at the base of her neck.

      The maid reappeared shortly after, pointing towards the guards waiting outside the door. Alyx went over to them and they took her firmly by the arm again, walking her back to the main hall where they’d entered the night before.

      She almost sobbed with relief to see Dashan’s tall form pacing impatiently, and the twins standing by the wall. Dashan had a livid purple bruise darkening his eye, but otherwise he and the twins looked unharmed. Tijer and the others were nowhere to be seen.

      “Alyx! Are you all right?” Dashan’s hard, angry, expression faded into relief at the sight of her.

      “Nobody speaks in my house unless I give permission.”

      Alyx spun at the sound of the ice-cold voice from the previous night. The Madman of Widow Falls had come downstairs, fully dressed and wearing a sword at his hip.

      “What do you want with us?” Dashan rounded on him angrily.

      Ladan ignored him, looking straight at Alyx. “Why are you travelling to Tregaya? Tell the truth. I will know if you’re lying, and I will kill you for it.”

      She cleared her dry throat, feeling slightly less afraid than she had. Ladan’s demeanour and threat to kill her were at odds with the warm bath and fresh clothes. If he’d truly intended to harm them, he would have done it already.

      “We are travelling to DarkSkull Hall to train to be mages. Dashan and the other Bluecoats are our protective guard. Where are they? Are they safe?”

      “On whose orders are you travelling to DarkSkull?” Ladan ignored her questions.

      “The king of Rionn, on recommendation from his new lord-mage, Lord Casovar.”

      Ladan’s young face hardened. “And I’m to believe this father of yours, the one who will hunt me down if I hurt you, sent you away into danger like that?”

      “He was ordered by the king,” she said helplessly. “There wasn’t time to travel by ship.”

      “Then he’s a fool.”

      Alyx’s father wasn’t a fool, but she had no other answer for any of this. So she stayed silent.

      Ladan stared at her a moment longer, then stepped away. “Your timing is fortunate. I too had plans to attend DarkSkull Hall. My men and I will provide adequate escort and ensure you arrive there safely.”

      “My Lord?” Romney looked startled but quieted at a look from Ladan.

      Alyx frowned. Fortunate timing? It seemed far too fortunate to be merely coincidence, particularly given it seemed Romney had no idea of these plans.

      Dashan spoke before she could, echoing her thoughts. “I don’t believe you. What’s really going on here?”

      “You don’t have any right to question me, Bluecoat.” Ladan’s voice was low and dangerous. “I am going to DarkSkull Hall, and it is my wish that you accompany me. That is the end of it.”

      “Why don’t you seem more surprised that we were attacked by the Shiven?” Dashan demanded. “I don’t trust you, and I want answers.”

      Ladan stepped up to Dashan, and they stared coldly at each other; they were of a height and age, both strong young men with hard, angry expressions. Neither was willing to look away first, and Alyx was struck by the observation that both were immovable forces who could not overpower the other.

      Eventually Ladan smiled coldly. “As you pointed out last night, Bluecoat, I am a Lord of Rionn. It is my duty to ensure Lady Egalion and her companions reach their destination safely. Beyond that, my personal choice to attend DarkSkull Hall is none of your business.”

      He stepped away, but Dashan continued to stare furiously at him. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      Ladan ignored him and turned to stride away. “Romney, get them some food. I can’t afford to have them slowing me down.”

      “Dash?” Alyx asked as soon as Ladan and Romney had disappeared. “What do we do?”

      Dashan’s jaw was clenched. “We have no choice. We have to go with him.”

      “At least he hasn’t killed us, right?” Finn offered.

      “Finn, don’t,” Dawn said quietly. “Those are just stories. He may be rude and cold, but he hasn’t hurt us. Do you really want to travel the rest of the way to DarkSkull without his protection?”

      Finn looked chastened. “No, I don’t.”

      “They’re right, Dash,” Alyx laid a hand on his arm.

      He nodded tightly. “Did you hear about the old Lord of Widow Falls dying?”

      “No, but the stories about the Madman of Widow Falls exist for a reason. I don’t think he’s been to Alistriem since I was a girl. The king might know—Ladan would have had to send an official notification at the very least—but this is a minor and remote holding and the news may not have registered with the court gossips. It’s far more interesting to spread stories about an old hermit who eats those he captures.”

      “It’s unlikely the men here would be following Ladan if he wasn’t the heir,” Finn pointed out.

      “Fine. Let’s just get this over with.” Dashan stalked off.

      

      They rode out within a half hour, Alyx and each of the twins sitting before one of Ladan’s warriors on their horses. All five Bluecoats had been given horses and their weapons back. Their expressions ranged from mutinous anger in Dashan’s case, to wariness in Tijer’s. The wound on Tijer’s arm had been bandaged neatly, though, and none of the Bluecoats looked to have been harmed since Alyx last saw them.

      Ten of Ladan’s men rode out of the gates with them, but quickly vanished into the surrounding forest. Ladan rode ahead, leading the way, and determinedly intolerant of any slowing down on the part of those he was escorting.

      “Lady Egalion, why hasn’t the king insisted on closer contact with Lord Mirren?”

      “I’m not sure.” Outside the scandals that occurred occasionally, Alyx had never paid much attention to how the king managed his lords. “I know that he pays his taxes on time every year, and as I said, his holdings are small and remote.”

      “Even so, I would have thought the king would insist on closer ties, particularly given he’s so close to the Shiven border.”

      “You’re right,” Alyx agreed, curiosity taking hold. Was there something special about Lord Mirren she wasn’t aware of?

      “Quiet!” the warrior behind Finn barked. “We’re about to cross back over into the disputed area.”

      All three fell instantly silent at the harsh note in the warrior’s voice. As time passed, Alyx half-slept in the saddle, her mind in too much of a haze of exhaustion to really notice what was happening. She should probably be more worried about the Lord of Widow Falls, or that the Shiven would catch up with them, but she was too far gone in misery to summon any real concern.

      Long after night fell, Ladan signalled a halt by reining in his horse and calling his men by some silent method. Alyx found a blanket being put into her hands along with a thick slice of bread and cup of water. She ate and drank gratefully, then curled up in the blanket and went straight to sleep.
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      The sound of people moving about woke Alyx the next morning, and instantly she felt terrible; a thick head, gritty eyes, and itchy, dirty skin. When she opened her eyes, she found herself looking straight into an implacable green gaze. Ladan was watching her from across the clearing, muted anger on his face and in his bearing. She wondered what it was that caused such anger and coldness in a man so young.

      “One of the Madman’s men says we’ll cross into Tregaya tomorrow, if we’re lucky.” Dashan hunkered down before her. “How are you holding up?”

      She smiled at the concern written in his warm brown eyes. “What, no teasing about the current state of my dress? I’m disappointed, Dash.”

      “I thought I’d give you a break, considering the circumstances.”

      “Do you really think he’s going to hurt us?”

      “No,” he conceded. “If he planned to, he would have done it already. Still, he’s clearly a dangerous man. If his warriors had mistaken us for Shiven the other night...”

      “Why do you think he’s so angry?”

      “I don’t know, it’s odd. I’m not convinced he had already planned to head this way either—it almost felt like he decided to go to train at DarkSkull only when he found out you were going there. But that makes no sense either.”

      Something about that niggled at Alyx, but she felt too tired to pursue it. Instead, she nodded and tried to stand, taking Dashan’s hand when he offered it. “We’d better get moving then.”

      Ladan appeared, scowling. “Hurry up, we don’t have all day.”

      “Hey, why don’t you back off?” Dashan said, moving towards Ladan with his fists clenched tightly at his sides.

      “Dash, it’s okay,” Alyx said, recognizing he was about to lose his temper.

      “Just hurry,” Ladan snapped.

      “Dashan, no!” Tijer was suddenly there, moving in front of Dashan as he stepped towards Ladan.

      “We need to leave now,” Ladan said, turning on his heel and striding towards his horse.

      “Get off, Tijer, I’m fine.” Dashan shoved the Bluecoat away.

      “Keep that temper of yours under control,” Tijer said calmly. “That’s an order, Dashan.”

      “Fine.” His jaw clenched.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Alyx hissed as she approached Dashan.

      “He can’t tell me what to do.”

      “He’s a Lord of Rionn,” she snapped. “Use your brain, Dashan, and stop acting like a schoolyard bully.”

      He said nothing, and they glared at each other for a few long moments before they were forced to mount up and follow Ladan.

      “Didn’t you say you grew up together?” Dawn asked Alyx as the horse she was on moved up beside the warrior carrying Alyx.

      “You mean Dashan and me?” Alyx nodded.

      “Sometimes you look like you can barely stand each other.”

      “Most of the time we can’t,” Alyx said ruefully. “He carries a chip on his shoulder the size of a boulder, and me being noble-born just rubs him up the wrong way.”

      “Because he’s half Shiven?”

      “Because he’s not rich.”

      “Oh.”

      “Don’t get me wrong. Dashan doesn’t care about money or power. He just hates the way he’s treated because he has neither of those things.”

      “I can understand that.”

      “So can I, to a point, but he can’t go around losing his temper like he did just now. Without Lord Ladan’s protection, we’re unlikely to make it to DarkSkull Hall alive.”

      “I’m sure that’s much easier for you to say than him to actually do.”

      Alyx swallowed a sharp retort to Dawn’s gentle chiding. Dawn hadn’t spent her life being treated to Dashan’s temper and prejudice, and Alyx wanted to avoid making anyone else angry with her if she could.

      

      Ladan wouldn’t allow them to stop until well after sundown, and when he did, they were not allowed a fire.

      “The Shiven are close,” he said tersely. “We may have to move on during the night if they get much closer.”

      “How do you know that?” Dashan demanded.

      “He’s right. I can hear them,” Dawn said, shivering.

      Dashan glanced at her, then back at Ladan. “Your men are riding our back trail?”

      “Yes,” Ladan said shortly.

      The fear that had died down during the day surged back through Alyx, and she tried to shake it off as she looked at Ladan.

      “What can we do? Should we run?”

      “We’ll move on before they get too close,” Ladan said. “You’re safe, Lady Egalion.”

      “I don’t know that!” The fear made her angry. “You practically kidnapped us two nights ago, and now I’m supposed to trust that you’ll keep us safe. If the Shiven are on our trail, I don’t think we should sit here and do nothing.”

      “My men and I have been dealing with Shiven patrols for years, Lady Egalion,” Ladan spoke in clipped tones. “I ask that you trust our knowledge. If I’d wanted to harm you, I’d have done it already.”

      “Your men have been attacked before, haven’t they?” Dashan’s voice had a challenging note to it, but was more civil than earlier. “That’s why you weren’t surprised to hear about what happened to us.”

      Ladan nodded tersely. “Twice in the last six months. The second was only two weeks ago. I had just sent off a message to the king about it the day before you showed up.”

      “Why did they attack you?”

      “My soldiers were conducting routine patrols just inside the border of the disputed area. Both attacks came without warning, like yours.” Ladan raised a hand as Dashan opened his mouth again. “I don’t know any more than you do.”

      “Then why are you travelling with us to DarkSkull?”

      Ladan offered no response to that, so Dashan forged on. “Shouldn’t you stay at home to protect your lands?”

      Again, Ladan was silent, instead turning to speak quietly with one of his men.

      “Did Lord-Mage Casovar go and visit him too?” Dashan turned his questions on Alyx.

      “How would I know?” she said tiredly. “Just leave it alone, Dash. Ladan’s not going to tell you his reasons, and it doesn’t matter.”

      “Alyx, there’s something odd about Ladan, I’m telling you. If he’s such a hermit, how could Lord-Mage Casovar have even known about him? And he’s so young. How can we know he truly is the Lord of Widow Falls?”

      “All good questions,” Finn replied from where he was curled up in his blankets. “But right now we need to get some sleep.”

      “He’s right, Dash.”

      Dashan shrugged and lay down nearby, pulling his blanket up and over his head.

      

      Ladan proved true to his word. His men reported the following day that the Shiven had dropped off their trail. Alyx breathed a sigh of relief, but this news didn’t seem to make the grim Bluecoats any happier.

      “We’re too much trouble for them now, I guess,” Jenka said angrily. “Cowards.”

      “Lieutenant, I want to go back to look for the others.” Roland turned to Tijer. “Even if… well, if they didn’t make it, we should at least give them a proper burial.”

      “You can’t go back,” Ladan said flatly. “You don’t know where to look, and it will just give the Shiven an opportunity to pick you off.”

      “We’re not afraid of the Shiven, my Lord,” Casta said. “You can understand how we feel about leaving our comrades behind.”

      “You had a duty to protect your charges, and you carried out that duty,” Ladan said. “None of you have anything to feel bad about.”

      “We can look for them on our way back to Alistriem,” Jenka argued. “What if some of them are still alive? They’re our unit-mates, we owe it to them to try.”

      “Lord Mirren is right,” Tijer spoke the words with clear difficulty. “My responsibility is to see Lady Egalion and her companions safely to DarkSkull Hall and then ensure the remainder of my unit makes it home. There are only five of us left, it’s not enough to go back.”

      Alyx glanced over at Dashan, the only Bluecoat who hadn’t said anything. His face was grim as he stared at the ground, the rigidity of his shoulders telling her he was deeply upset. Knowing him as she did, she decided he agreed with Tijer, or he would have spoken out.

      The Bluecoats were nothing if not disciplined, so there was no further argument once Tijer had spoken. Alyx felt for them, but she too agreed with Tijer. These young men had risked their lives to keep her safe and the thought more of them might die on the way home made her feel ill.

      “My men will ensure you return to Widow Falls’ lands safely, and from there you can travel back to Alistriem. It will take you longer to go around the disputed area, but it will be safer,” Ladan said into the tense silence.

      “Thank you, Lord Mirren,” Tijer said quietly.

      

      Their party crossed the border into Tregaya early the following morning after a long night of riding. Ladan called a halt once they were well inside the border and left to scout the back trail with his men while Alyx and the others accepted the break from riding with relief. The Bluecoats set about making a small fire to boil water and brew some tea.

      Alyx was struck again by their small number; of the twenty who’d set out with them, only five remained. It was hard to grasp how badly everything had gone wrong, and how abruptly. Less than a month earlier she’d been taking a walk with Cayr in the sun on the Alistriem docks. Now she’d seen Bluecoats die in front of her. She shuddered, unable to forget the sound of whirring arrows and the panicked screams of horses.

      Dashan brought Alyx and Dawn a steaming cup of tea once it was brewed. He’d been uncommunicative since the previous day, and even now he handed them the tea without a word.

      “Why is Tijer in charge?” Alyx asked, trying to draw him out.

      “Audern was the only ranking member of the unit. In his absence, leadership goes to the most experienced. That’s Tijer—he’s done three stints on the border already, even though he’s not much older than me.”

      “Is that why he’s so serious all the time?”

      Dashan hesitated a moment, then nodded. “Get some rest. You’ll be safe here.”

      Alyx relaxed back against the trunk of a tree, sipping tea and feeling the heavy burden of immediate terror slowly lift from her shoulders. It was a pleasant feeling, and she allowed her eyes to slip closed. Cayr’s face floated into her mind, and she smiled, wishing he was there.

      “Can you believe we made it?” Dawn spoke from beside her.

      “It hasn’t sunken in yet.” Finn joined them, clutching his own mug of tea.

      “How far are we from DarkSkull?” Dawn asked her twin.

      “A few days’ ride. It’s not far, looking at a map.”

      “I feel awful for the Bluecoats. I can’t imagine what it’s like to lose so many comrades,” Dawn murmured. “Sometimes I can feel their sadness, it must be strong.”

      “The response in Rionn is going to be furious. I hope it doesn’t affect the truce,” Finn said.

      “Lady Egalion, are you all right?” Dawn’s concerned voice cut into Alyx’s dozing.

      “Oh.” She blinked. “I’m fine. I’m just so exhausted right now I think I could sleep anywhere.”

      “I know the feeling.” She smiled.

      Casta came over to offer them blankets, which they accepted gratefully. Alyx curled up on the ground under hers and fell asleep almost instantly.

      

      The Tregayan countryside was hilly, the landscape alternating between granite rock face and scrubby forest. Alyx didn’t see a single green field like those that dotted the landscape back in Rionn.

      Ladan was in a hurry and forced them to move through both villages they passed, not allowing them to stop. Alyx was happy enough with that. She wanted to get to DarkSkull Hall so she could get this nightmare over with as quickly as possible. Once she was there, she could start counting down the days until she could leave again.

      The Widow Falls’ men remained a distant but protective presence. Those riding with Alyx and the twins spoke only when they had to. The lord himself didn’t speak to any of them again. He sat his horse ahead of their group most of the time, and at night when they made camp he slept separately.

      Tijer maintained leadership of the grim-looking Bluecoats and ensured Dashan stayed well away from Ladan by sending him out on regular patrols. Finn and Dawn kept to themselves, their awkwardness around Alyx resuming now that the danger had passed. The Bluecoats were unfailingly polite but remained wrapped in a sombre mood.

      “Lieutenant, it’s not far ahead.” Dashan’s voice sounded out of the dimness and a few moments later he appeared ahead of them on the road, riding his horse at a canter.

      “Any problems?” Tijer asked.

      “No.” Dashan reined in. “It all looks clear; another couple of miles and you’ll be there.”

      “Look at that, we made it.” Roland gave an echo of his old engaging smile as he glanced at Alyx and the twins.

      “It seems so.” Dawn returned the smile. “I can hardly believe it.”

      Alyx peered down the road, but the sun had almost set, and she couldn’t make out anything except the trees lining the edges.

      “Keep alert.” Tijer spoke to his men. “I don’t want anything happening in these last few miles.”

      Night had fallen by the time they approached DarkSkull Hall. Alyx was almost asleep against the chest of the warrior at her back, hanging on to the saddle with exhausted fingers. Her entire focus was on the horse before them, step after step, the steady rhythm rocking her into a doze.

      The trees lining the road seemed to press in on them, shadowy and sinister. Alyx would have been uneasy if she’d been able to summon enough energy to think about it, but in her current state of exhaustion, she wondered if she’d ever feel energized again. The sucking sounds of the horses’ hooves on the muddy road were unnaturally loud in the silence since the rain had stopped.

      Then, just like that, they rounded a corner and were confronted with a stunning sight.

      The road ahead of them led onto a bridge stretching across a deep gorge. Wooden support struts crisscrossed down from the bridge to the valley floor, disappearing into darkness. Moonlight shone down on the deserted bridge, which had to be wide enough for at least six carriages travelling abreast. At the other end of the bridge stood a pair of gates and beyond them was darkness.

      The gorge stretched away to the left and right, encircling a row of hills. Looking more closely, Alyx caught the glimmer of moonlight reflecting off water far below.

      “Where to from here?” Finn wondered.

      Ladan kicked his horse ahead, going to investigate the bridge more closely. Tijer joined him, and they had a whispered conversation that Alyx couldn’t quite catch.

      “This is your stop, I believe,” Dashan said, reining his horse to a halt beside her. “And here is where we leave you.”

      Alyx swung her head towards him. “You’re going to leave us here?”

      “I’m sorry, Alyx.” Concern softened his voice. It had been days since their fight, and Alyx was far too tired to be angry with him anymore. It seemed he felt the same way. “We got you safely to DarkSkull, but we can’t stay. Those are the rules.”

      “I know,” she managed around the sudden lump in her throat. The despair she’d been feeling for days deepened at the thought that the one remaining familiar person in her life was also about to leave. With a helping hand from the warrior behind her, she slid down from the saddle. He rode away without a word but Dashan kicked his horse closer.

      “If it’s any consolation, it means I won’t be around to infuriate you anymore.”

      “Sure, I’m feeling better already.” She fiercely fought back tears.

      Uncharacteristic compassion flashed in Dashan’s brown eyes, almost undoing her. She looked away, trying to prevent the tears welling in her eyes from falling.

      Abruptly, he reached down, pulling her roughly into his arms. “You be strong, Alyx. I know you can do this. Remember who you are, and have faith in yourself.”

      Her fingers gripped the rough weave of his shirt and she nodded against his chest. He smelled of damp and soil, yet he felt warm and strong.

      He pulled away then, looking almost embarrassed. “That was for Cayr. He would have wanted me to.”

      “Thanks, Dash.”

      Not far off, Finn and Dawn dismounted too, both looking lost and alone on the dark road. Dashan waved a goodbye to both of them, which they returned dispiritedly. He then leaned down, touched Alyx’s shoulder and dropped a warm kiss on her forehead.

      “That one is from me.”

      And with that he was gone, kicking his horse into a gallop and heading back the way they’d come.

      “Goodbye, Lady Egalion,” Tijer pulled up his horse beside her. “Lord-Mage Casovar gave us firm instructions not to proceed any further than the bridge, but Lord Ladan has assured me he’ll see you safely through to DarkSkull.”

      “Thank you for everything, Lieutenant,” she said sincerely. “I hope to see you all again back in Alistriem.”

      He tipped his hat. “We hope the same thing, Lady Egalion. Good luck.”

      Tijer urged his horse after Dashan and the other Bluecoats fell in after him, each with a wave or a smile for Alyx and the twins as they passed. The Madman’s men, insubstantial as shadows, raced down the road after them.
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      Silently, Alyx and the twins turned and followed Ladan, who had already stepped out onto the bridge. The rough stone rasped under her boots and a strong wind whipped around her, ruffling her skirts and hair. They walked down the middle, steering clear of the edges and the enormous drop below.

      Eventually they reached the gates on the other side. Lichen crawled over the iron surface, and some of the bars were a deep red with rust. Two enormous trees stood on either side of the gates, their branches hanging almost to the ground, whispering to each other in the breeze.

      Alyx couldn’t make out anything beyond the gates except the shadowy outline of the hills. A shiver wracked her, as much because of her damp clothes as the eerie atmosphere.

      Something in her felt drawn to this place. It held an air of mystery and quiet power, like nothing she’d ever felt before. Deep down, she tensed at the feeling, unsure whether the instinct was something to be feared or welcomed.

      Finn rubbed his hands together and blew on his fingers. “I hope they have warm beds in there.”

      “How do we get in?” Dawn walked over to peer through the bars of the gates.

      Alyx did the same, grimacing as she touched slimy moss on the iron. Recoiling, she glanced up at a bell hidden amongst the leaves of the left tree. Looking back down, she met Dawn and Finn’s fearful looks.

      Ladan looked at the three of them contemptuously and reached up to pull the bell hard. Alyx and the twins startled as the bell pealed much louder than expected, sending a nearby flock of ravens flapping into the air in alarm. For a few seconds, the echoes of the bell through the hills competed with the thudding of her heart in her chest.

      Then, a loud screeching broke the silence.

      Alyx and the twins scrambled backwards as the gates slowly swung open, the horrifying screeching only growing louder. In under a minute, they stood open, the shadows beyond beckoning.

      Ladan strode inside without another word, leaving them standing there looking at each other. Tired, hungry, and cold, Alyx simply straightened her shoulders and walked after him. The twins followed behind. They continued along the road, which took them straight ahead and through a canyon that had been etched out of the hillside.

      They kept walking, the summit of the valley wall towering over them on each side. At one point, Alyx glanced up and swore she could see two shadowy figures standing at the top of the eastern valley wall, staring down at them. When she rubbed at her tired eyes and looked back though, they’d gone.

      It felt like they walked forever, but eventually they reached the other end of the gorge, where the road began winding steadily downwards into a wide valley.

      DarkSkull Hall became visible down below them, a massive, hulking shape in the blackness. Tiny flickers of light indicated torch-lit rooms, but there weren’t many of those at this late hour. The main hall sat in the centre of the valley, at the top of a wide lake which glimmered in the moonlight. The school’s grounds fell away on all sides, and Alyx could just make out the shadows of other smaller buildings in the distance.

      “It doesn’t look very welcoming, does it?” Dawn said.

      Another shiver skittered down Alyx’s spine. “No, it doesn’t.”

      A bobbing lantern light appeared on the road below, making its way towards them. Alyx tried to quell her nerves and look calm as the light resolved into a person holding a lantern. It wasn’t long before a woman stood before them. Short and slightly stooped, her grey hair was tied back sharply in a bun.

      “What do you want?”

      “We’re here to study at DarkSkull Hall.” Ladan spoke for all of them, his voice as terse as the woman’s. Alyx flicked a glance at him, Dashan’s questions about Ladan’s intentions echoing through her mind. She was close to certain Casovar hadn’t approached Ladan to study at DarkSkull, so what was he doing here?

      “More initiates.” The woman sniffed. “You’re late. The study year started two weeks ago.”

      “We know.”

      The woman waited a beat, but when Ladan provided no further information, she turned and began walking back the way she’d come. “Come with me, please.”

      Finn and Dawn shared a glance, then followed the woman down the path. Ladan and Alyx followed suit. The woman said nothing further as they walked down the long road to the base of the valley floor and followed a turning that took them towards the buildings Alyx had seen. Then she led them up the front stone steps of the main building and past a pair of leering gargoyles decorating the front entrance.

      Without pause, the woman took them up a wide staircase to the left and along the first floor landing to an open area. Several tables—some with paperwork stacked neatly on them—were scattered across the area, and three closed doors led into adjacent rooms. None of the torches were lit, but light shone from under two of the doors. The woman crossed purposefully to one of them before knocking sharply. Raising a hand for them to stay where they were, she went inside, closing the door behind her.

      It wasn’t long before the door opened again and she re-appeared, waving them over. “Come in, please.”

      Alyx filed in behind Ladan and the twins, her gaze taking in a richly appointed working space—not unlike Astor’s, she thought. A short, thin man was rising from behind the desk, wearing a black robe also similar to Astor’s.

      “I am Master Romas, head of DarkSkull Hall,” he said. “Madame Grange tells me you’ve come to study here?”

      “That’s right,” Ladan replied. “I am Lord Ladan Mirren. This is Lady Alyx Egalion, and Dawn and Finn A’ndreas. We’re from Rionn. You should be expecting us.”

      Romas had known who they were from the moment they’d walked in, Alyx thought instantly. There was no surprise on his face at Ladan’s words. His eyes shifted slowly between each of them, studying. Alyx’s skin crawled when he looked at her; his pale brown eyes saw more than just her face, she was sure.

      “We haven’t had students from Rionn in quite some time. You’re late. Our learning year started two weeks ago.”

      Bristling at his lack of deference for her and Ladan’s rank as well as in reaction to the discomfort he roused in her, Alyx spoke before Ladan could. “That wasn’t deliberate, I assure you. We were attacked on our way here.”

      Romas was unmoved by her haughty tone. Again, it was as if even news that they’d been attacked was unsurprising to him.

      “Madame Grange will see you settled in the dormitories for tonight. First thing tomorrow I will assign one of the masters to supervise your training here,” Romas said as he sat back down.

      “You don’t want to hear more about the attack on us?” Ladan pushed when it became clear Romas had no more to say. “I had thought that would be something the Mage Council would be interested in.”

      “The council knows more than you imagine, Ladan,” Romas said. “Madame Grange is waiting for you outside. You’re dismissed.”

      

      Grange led them out of the main hall and across open space to one of the smaller buildings nearby. Again, the entry foyer was dim, lit by only one lamp. “Girls, you’ll come with me please. Ladan, Finn, someone will come shortly to take you to the male dormitory.”

      At her words, a look of alarm crossed Dawn’s face. Finn looked unhappy also, and Alyx guessed they’d never been separated before. Neither of them said anything though, and Alyx was impressed by their strength, remembering how difficult it had been for her to see Dashan ride away—and he was far from a beloved twin.

      “Sleep tight,” Finn spoke, his voice deliberately light.

      “We’ll see you in the morning,” Dawn said as brother and sister hugged.

      Ladan watched this exchange with a blank expression, arms crossed firmly over his chest.

      The woman led Alyx and Dawn away from the entrance foyer, down a draughty corridor and then up a spiralling set of stone steps that was so narrow Alyx had to walk up almost sideways. On the third level, they went through a wooden door and then out across an open stone bridge. The night air chilled Alyx to the bone.

      Finally, they left the bridge and entered a long, wide corridor. It was dark, the space lit only by faint moonlight coming through the tall arched windows that lined the hall. The woman stopped outside a small door at the far end of the hall and pulled a small key off her belt to unlock it.

      “This will be your room. Breakfast is served at dawn in the dining hall, and if you’re late, you’ll miss it. A spot check on your room will be conducted each Seventhday at dawn, and if I find a speck of dirt or dust, you’ll be washing dishes for a week.” The woman spoke quickly and in a monotone, as if she’d given this speech a hundred times before. “Inside you’ll find uniforms that initiates wear. Appear on these grounds in anything but those uniforms, and you’ll be washing dishes and scrubbing floors for a week. Nobody is allowed outside of the grounds without specific permission from the DarkSkull Master. Disobey that rule, and you’ll be expelled. Any questions?”

      Alyx blinked. In her sleepiness and exhaustion, the woman’s diatribe had almost hypnotized her and the end of it was rather sudden. She quickly processed what had been said, nodding as Dawn replied.

      “No questions.”

      “In you go then.” The woman turned without another word, disappearing back the way they’d come.

      Alyx followed Dawn into the room, her spirits dropping even further as she took in the tiny space with two small beds shoved against the left and right walls. An arched window was set into the thick stone wall between the beds and a small oak chest sat at the foot of each.

      She’d never had to share a room before, and the thought of doing it in this cramped space was discomforting. She’d barely have any room to move, and where were the closets?

      “We’re both in here?” Alyx clarified.

      Dawn frowned. “It was pretty clear from what that woman said.... Oh! You’ve never had to share a room before.”

      Alyx’s face reddened. “I didn’t mean to… it’s just so small, and cold.”

      “It’s all right,” Dawn said. “Finn and I shared a room when we were small, but I haven’t shared for years. I should warn you in advance that I sometimes talk in my sleep.”

      Alyx smiled involuntarily. “My father says I’ve been known to sleep walk.”

      “I think I can cope with that.” Dawn returned her smile.

      Alyx moved into the room, inspecting the folded pile of clothes at the foot of the nearest bed. The loose pants and long-sleeved jacket were a dark cream colour, and a drab brown hooded robe topped the pile. When she dug through to look more closely, she also found two identical tan long-sleeve shirts.

      Alyx slumped to the bed, dropping her head into her hands. She couldn’t bear the thought of wearing such drab colours—and having to wear pants! She thought mournfully of her favourite dresses folded neatly in her canvas bag, all left behind with their carriage.

      “I was miserable when my father told us we were being sent here.”

      Alyx looked up at Dawn, who’d sat down on the bed opposite. “Who wouldn’t be?”

      “But then I thought about it a little. I didn’t have much of a future back in Alistriem, really, apart from marrying another tradesman like my father, having his children, and looking after his house. Women don’t become blacksmiths, even if I wanted to do what my father does.”

      “I’m already betrothed, and that’s all I want. I just want to go home and marry Cayr and live the rest of my life with him and a family.” Alyx hugged herself, fighting tears.

      Dawn’s eyes widened considerably. “You mean Prince Cayr? You’re betrothed to the future king?”

      “We grew up together, the two of us, and Dashan as well. We’re not officially betrothed, but we will be when I go home.”

      Dawn looked overawed by the information. “I’m sorry, Lady Egalion. You must feel very out of place here. It has to be worse for you than it is for Finn and me.”

      “Judging by that long list of rules we were given, it sounds like there might be a lot of dishes duty in our near future.” Alyx changed the subject, trying to get back on equal footing with the girl.

      “Well, at least that’s something I know how to do.” Dawn laughed lightly.

      “Of course.” Alyx knew Dawn didn’t intend it, but Alyx felt even more out of place than she had before. She’d never touched a dirty dish in her life. Her father had warned her that she’d have to look after herself at DarkSkull though. She supposed the quicker she learned, the better off she’d be. Not that expulsion would be such a terrible thing, except for the fact she’d be going back on her promise to her father, and even worse, letting him and their family name down. The spark of pride deep within her wouldn’t allow that, no matter how miserable she was.

      “I don’t mean to be rude, Lady Egalion, but why were you sent here?”

      “My mother was a mage.”

      “Really? What sort of magic did she have?”

      Alyx frowned, trying to recall but unable to pierce the fogginess that shrouded her earliest memories. Ignoring the unsettled feeling that always evoked, she replied, “I don’t remember. She died when I was five.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” Dawn hesitated. “Nine months here. It seems like a long time, doesn’t it?”

      Alyx lowered her face back into her hands. “It seems like forever.”

      Dawn rose and busied herself inspecting her bedding and pile of clothes, giving Alyx a moment alone. Eventually, Alyx stood and opened her chest, dropping her new clothes into it. When she looked up, Dawn was staring at her.

      “What?”

      “I’m guessing you had servants folding all your clothes for you at home.” Dawn giggled.

      “I….” Alyx felt discomforted. “Yes, I did.”

      “Well.” Dawn regarded her own pile of initiate clothing. “I see no need to fold any of that neatly.” With apparent relish, she picked up the clothes and dumped them into her chest just as Alyx had done.

      Alyx couldn’t help but smile. “Thanks, Dawn.”

      By then tiredness had overcome them both, and they mumbled a good night to each other before curling up in the narrow beds. Alyx was out the moment her head touched the pillow.
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      Despite the stern instructions delivered to them the night before, both girls—for the first time in weeks sleeping in a proper bed in relative safety—slept in well past dawn. When Alyx cracked open an eyelid and saw light streaming through the window above, it took her a moment to realise where she was. Then, she panicked. She called out to Dawn and jumped out of the bed, regretting it immediately as her sore and stiffened muscles protested painfully.

      She stumbled against the bed, then, righting herself, went to the window. The sun was well above the horizon.

      “Oh no,” Dawn said from behind her, mouth open as she stared out the same window.

      “We’d better hurry.”

      The two girls dressed quickly in the clothing they’d been provided. The brown robe was loose and too long on Alyx, and she was glad of the brown leather belt she used to buckle tightly around her waist. Even that was too long, its tail hanging down almost to her knees.

      “Shoes?” Dawn asked, panicked.

      Alyx thought a second, then suggested, “Under the beds?”

      Dawn knelt, shoulders sagging in relief as she pulled a pair of brown leather boots from under her bed.

      “I am not wearing men’s boots.” Alyx emphatically refused.

      “I don’t want to be rude, Lady Egalion, but it’s cold out. I think these boots are preferable to frostbite.”

      As the sense of Dawn’s words sank in, Alyx capitulated with a heavy sigh, and crouched down to drag out the pair under her bed. They both struggled with pulling the calf-length boots all the way on over the baggy breeches.

      “I feel like I’m swimming in all this,” Alyx grumbled as she tugged on the second boot.

      Neither girl bothered wasting time tying the laces on the boots before running from the room. Both halted almost immediately as they realised they had no idea how to get to the dining hall.

      The hallway was empty. Presumably all the girls on their floor were already down at breakfast. A moment later, though, a maid appeared around the corner carrying a mop and bucket.

      “Good morning,” Dawn said. “Could you tell us how to get to the dining hall?”

      The maid gave them a knowing look. “Newly arrived initiates, I take it?”

      “We only got in last night.”

      “Well, you’ve missed breakfast already. You need to go back down the main stairs, out the front doors, and straight across the lawn. The dining hall is on the ground floor of the main hall. You can’t miss it.”

      “Thank you,” Dawn said, before she and Alyx took to their heels.

      

      DarkSkull didn’t look as eerie and menacing in daytime as it had under the darkness of the previous night. Instead, it just looked grey and miserable. Alyx glanced around, catching a brief glimpse of fields and other stone buildings as she and Dawn hurried across to the main hall. The tops of the hills surrounding the valley wall were wreathed in thick fog, though Alyx thought she caught sight of a stone tower on the south-eastern corner of the valley wall, its tip poking through the mist.

      When they finally arrived at the dining hall, Finn was sitting at an empty table. A tall, dark-skinned boy their age stood beside him and the two were talking. The rest of the dining hall was empty and three workers were moving around clearing dishes and cleaning the tables.

      “Morning.” Finn looked up as they approached. He had dark circles under his eyes but looked pleased to see his sister.

      “How long have you been here?” Dawn asked, giving her brother a quick hug.

      “Not long. I slept in, then got lost finding this place.”

      “You’ve missed breakfast,” the other boy said unhelpfully.

      “This is Tarrick,” Finn introduced them. “He’s Zandian and an initiate like us. Our rooms are on the same floor, though I’m on my own for the moment.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Tarrick held out a hand.

      “Lady Alyx Egalion.” She took the hand politely. “Daughter of Lord Garan Egalion of Rionn.”

      “Finn mentioned you were Rionnans.” Tarrick offered Dawn his hand next.

      “You’ll be the only ones here at DarkSkull. Most of us are from Tregaya or Zandia.”

      “How did you miss breakfast?” Dawn asked him.

      He shrugged. “The hours here are long, so I chose sleep over food.”

      “What can you tell us about this place?” Alyx wanted to know.

      “What do you know already?”

      “Nothing.” Alyx replied for all three of them.

      Tarrick looked confused. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously,” Finn said. “Our king appointed a new lord-mage recently, and one of his first recommendations was to send more mage-potentials to train at DarkSkull. Lord-Mage Casovar came to see us shortly after, and before we knew it we were here.”

      “Master Casovar!” Tarrick said. “I’d heard he left the Council and had been appointed to the court in Rionn.”

      “You know him, then?” Alyx asked.

      “Not personally, but all mages have heard of him, of course. The Council was disappointed to lose him.”

      “Oh, I see.” Dawn shared a confused look with Finn.

      “So you’re not from mage families?” Tarrick looked disappointed.

      “Neither of our parents has a shred of magic,” Dawn said.

      “My mother was a mage,” Alyx said.

      “Really?” Tarrick perked up. “Who is your mother?”

      “Her name was Temari, but she died when I was young and I don’t really remember anything about her.”

      “Oh.” He looked awkward, as did the twins, and an uneasy silence fell.

      Dawn eventually broke it, clearing her throat. “How many initiates are there at DarkSkull?”

      “About twenty, now that you’re here, but initiates are first-year students. A lot never make it through the first year, and some don’t break out,” Tarrick said. “Those that display magic and pass their first year are called apprentices. They’re the ones wearing grey robes. Full mages wear black.”

      “How many years do you have to study here before becoming a full mage?” Finn asked with interest.

      “Usually it’s about four, but it depends on when the masters think you’re ready.”

      Dawn grimaced. “And from what Madame Grange told us last night, we’re essentially trapped here on threat of expulsion.”

      “That’s not really a threat,” Alyx muttered, mostly to herself. She was only grumbling though, the idea of letting down her adored father by failing so quickly was too much to bear.

      “That’s right,” Tarrick said, ignoring Alyx. “Except for the two-day festival held in the Spring. We’re all allowed off the grounds then.”

      “Well, aren’t you all a sorry-looking bunch?”

      All four of them turned to stare at the man who’d spoken. He was of average height, with a short brown beard and portly figure. He carried a polished ebony staff in one hand and wore the same serviceable black robe that Romas had been wearing the night before. A mage, then, given what Tarrick had just said.

      “I imagine you have a class you need to be at, Initiate Tylender?” he spoke again.

      “Yes, sir.” Tarrick nodded at them all and strode away.

      “Missed breakfast did we?” The man raised an eyebrow. “Always happens to the newcomers. Nobody ever bothers to tell them where the dining hall is. I’m Master Howell, one of the mage teachers here at DarkSkull Hall. I’m also head librarian for the Mage Council. Most of our works are kept here at DarkSkull.”

      They continued to stare. Howell looked rather innocuous for a mage. He had none of Lord-Mage Casovar’s aura of intensity or hawk-like gaze. Nor did he have the cool self-assurance Romas had displayed the previous evening.

      “A bunch of mutes, are you?” He peered at them. “Or deaf maybe? You look far too tired and hungry to be shy.”

      “I am Lady Alyx Egalion of Rionn,” Alyx spoke in the tone she usually reserved for greeting court nobles for the first time. “My companions are Finn and Dawn A’ndreas. All of us can speak and hear perfectly well.”

      “Excellent.” He beamed. “You may call me ‘master,’ or ‘sir.’ I’m to be your supervisor for your time at DarkSkull. Come with me now, please.”

      “Sir, could we get something to eat?” Finn asked.

      “No. You’ve missed breakfast,” Howell said. “It’d be against the rules for me to let you eat now. You’ll have to wait till dinnertime. Come along, I don’t have all day.”

      Dutifully, they followed Howell out of the dining hall and into the cold morning. Now that she wasn’t rushing to find the dining hall, Alyx was more at leisure to take in her surroundings. Outside the front doors of the main hall was a long, open valley. As she’d seen the previous night, the buildings that made up DarkSkull Hall sat clustered around the northern end of a grey lake, with fenced-off fields spreading in all directions. Ringing all of this was a tall line of hills; the fog clouding the summit had cleared some while they’d been inside but was still visible. It was hard to believe they’d crossed through those hills the previous night.

      Alyx wondered where Ladan was. It seemed odd that he wasn’t in their group given they’d all arrived at the same time.

      “Your travelling companion—Ladan, was it?—has been placed under Master Taner’s supervision,” Howell said, as if reading her thoughts. He said nothing further to explain that decision, though, and silence fell as they walked through the snow towards a forested section of the valley floor.

      “Tarrick said I had the look of an innocent. I think that disappointed him,” Finn said.

      “An innocent?” Dawn asked.

      “Yeah.” A smile lit up his face. “People who didn’t grow up amongst mage culture.”

      “A fair description,” Dawn said wryly. “The lord-mage in Rionn is a senior adviser to the king. That means we’ve barely even seen a mage, let alone grown up in their culture.”

      “You mean, the commoners?” Alyx asked, then flushed when she realised what she’d said.

      Dawn and Finn shared a quick smile, but neither looked offended by her remark.

      “We normal Rionnans only ever see the lord-mage on rare occasions and from a distance,” Dawn replied, smiling again. “And the Council mages that pass through Alistriem occasionally don’t linger. Our parents were astonished when Lord-Mage Casovar came to ask my father about sending us here.”

      Alyx cleared her throat, searching for something to say. If she wasn’t a normal Rionnan, then what was she? In the end, she settled with: “The Lord-Mage doesn’t really share much with the court either. I probably don’t have any better understanding than you or Finn do.”

      “I heard the previous lord-mage was a good friend of the king’s and your father’s?”

      “Yes,” Alyx admitted. “Lord Astor is my godfather, actually.”

      Finn’s eyes widened. “Then why don’t you know anything about this stuff?”

      “I never asked him about it. Astor always had his nose in some dusty tome or other. It seemed boring.”

      Finn’s mouth fell open and he look momentarily struck for words. Eventually he managed a spluttering, “Boring?”

      “Rionnans are a rare sight here at DarkSkull,” Howell spoke from ahead. “Many generations ago, Alistriem was a hub of mage culture and learning, but your countrymen seem to have no use for mages anymore. It caused quite a stir when Master Romas received word from Master Casovar that you were coming.”

      “Tarrick indicated Lord-Mage Casovar is well known, sir. Do you know him?” Finn asked.

      “We were together here at DarkSkull briefly. He’s very powerful, one of only two mages of the higher order in existence.”

      Alyx had never heard of a mage of the higher order and wondered if she didn’t understand the term because Howell was using a Tregayan or Zandian word. The stark reminder of how out of place she was made her feel worse. She was about to summon up her courage to ask, but Howell spoke before she did.

      “Master Casovar indicated that you had already begun to show signs of magic, Dawn. Can you tell me more about that?”

      “I can hear things that nobody else can, sir. On our way here, I could sometimes tell when the Shiven pursuing us were nearby.”

      “Really?” Howell stopped dead and focused his gaze on Dawn. “Describe this to me, please.”

      “It’s hard to describe. It’s not a constant thing, but sometimes voices float into my head. I can never make out exactly what is being said or why I’m hearing it.”

      “Can you discern the emotion in the voices?”

      She shuddered. “Not until the Shiven. So much hate and anger.”

      “I see,” Howell murmured, before abruptly turning to walk again.

      Dawn turned to her twin. “From what you say, it sounds like Tarrick isn’t an innocent?”

      Finn nodded. “He comes from a mage family. You heard him say that his brothers are mages.”

      “Both of Initiate Tylender’s parents and several of his relatives are mages. His family is like royalty in Zandia; mage families often are. You’ll find the Rionnan view of mages and their usefulness is vastly different to that of the rest of the world.” Howell’s voice floated back to them.

      Alyx bridled at Howell’s implied criticism of her home, but was too tired and hungry to argue with him.

      Howell eventually stopped just inside the forest of fir trees. Above his head, a clump of snow shifted and fell from the tree branch. In a movement almost too quick to see, Howell flicked a finger and the clump of snow stopped inches from the top of his brown hair.

      Alyx’s mouth fell open in astonishment as she stared at the snow hanging in mid-air. It was the first time in her life she’d seen mage power being used. Beside her, Dawn gasped. Howell didn’t seem to notice their reaction, but simply flicked a finger and the clump of snow fell sideways to the ground.

      “There are bears and wolves in these woods,” he said conversationally, “and maybe some cougars as well. I wouldn’t suggest wandering around in here alone, or unarmed.”

      Finn looked across at Alyx and Dawn with an engaging smile at Howell’s casual description of the dangers, and there was a quality to the grin that made her smile back. Howell caught the look.

      “Something funny about getting eaten by bears and wolves, is there, Lady Egalion?”

      “No, Howell,” Alyx said.

      “Howell?” His eyebrows shot to the ceiling. “I am your Master here at DarkSkull, Alyx, not your subordinate. You will refer to me as sir, or Master Howell. Clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” she said stiffly.

      “There are no titles or ranks amongst students here. It’s best you learn that quickly.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good, I’m glad we understand each other.” He smiled genially, his anger gone as quickly as it had come. “The three of you are going to spend the afternoon here.”

      “Sir?”

      “I assume you’re all observant enough that by now you’ve seen the line of rather ominous-looking hills surrounding us?”

      “Yes, sir,” Finn said.

      “Those hills provide a natural defence. Of course, it’s possible to cross them—and the gorge on the other side—and there are paths all through them. However, the only way to reach DarkSkull via wagon, carriage, or in large numbers, is to come across the same bridge you did last night.”

      Howell peered at them as if waiting for a response. Eventually Finn came up with one. “Yes sir.” He cleared his throat, then added, “The hills mean you can’t attack in large numbers.”

      “Exactly.” Howell beamed.

      Silence fell again. Alyx glanced at Dawn, then stared at her shoes. She didn’t understand what Howell was driving at. Why would anyone attack DarkSkull Hall in large numbers?

      After a moment, Howell began speaking again. “Anyway…the wood in these trees is excellent for making a mage staff such as this.” He tapped the polished ebony staff in his right hand. “Listen carefully, because this is your first key lesson. All mages have a weapon to defend themselves with. Your magic will not always be able to get you out of a tight spot. Reserves of magic are finite, and it can be blocked. A good mage never relies solely on his or her magic. Never! If you learn anything during your time at DarkSkull Hall, remember that, and live by it.”

      He gave them all a searching look, then reached inside his robe and threw them each a cloth-wrapped bundle. Alyx caught hers and unwrapped it, peering curiously at the small dagger inside.

      “That dagger is my one and only gift to you. You wear it inside your boot; you’ll find the boots left in your rooms when you arrived will have space in the right boot to sheathe it. Any questions?”

      They shook their heads mutely.

      “I’ll leave you to it. Those daggers are sharp enough to cut you a nice staff. The length is up to you, but generally a good size is twice the length of your arm.” He paused before striding off. “Try and make breakfast tomorrow, please. I don’t want you all starving to death before I get a chance to teach you anything remotely useful. You’ll find me at the sparring yard immediately after.”

      When he was gone Alyx studied the dagger in her hand awkwardly. She’d never touched a weapon before, let alone wielded one. Weapons were for soldiers like Dashan, not for noblewomen.

      “This is sharp.” Finn whistled in appreciation, holding up a lightly bleeding finger.

      “What is it with boys and weapons?” Dawn rolled her eyes in Alyx’s direction. “These things can kill people.”

      “If somebody is trying to kill you, what’s wrong with being able to defend yourself?” Finn asked, waving the dagger around.

      Dawn sighed. “I wonder where the Bluecoats are right now? I hope they make it safely back to Alistriem.”

      Sadness sank down over all three of them at Dawn’s words. Alyx had been doing her best to forget the fear and horror of their journey, but abruptly felt bad for forgetting about the Bluecoats so quickly, especially Dashan.

      “It sounded like Lord Mirren’s men were going to take care of them,” Finn said.

      None of them spoke aloud what he didn’t say: that so many of them were never going to make it home.

      “I think you should possibly learn to use that dagger first, before you start waving it around like that.” Dawn changed the subject.

      “She’s got a point.” Alyx took a judicious step away.

      “Finn, you’re going to poke yourself in the eye!” Dawn sounded exasperated.

      Amused at the image that provoked, Alyx laughed at the same time Dawn did, and Finn looked at them with an offended air.

      “Come on, the sooner we cut ourselves a staff, the sooner we can get back inside where it’s warm,” Alyx said.

      “Will this tree do?” Dawn asked, pointing to the nearest one.

      “Not unless you’re able to climb up to reach the lowest branches without handholds,” Finn said sensibly. “We’ll have to find some with lower branches.”

      They spent the next few hours finding tree branches that looked suitable, then sawing away at them with their new daggers. Even though the exertion did warm her up, Alyx’s arms ached within minutes of sawing at the hard wood. She’d never done manual labour before; she’d never needed to. Her father had servants for that.

      That thought bought an involuntary smile to her face. She was thinking like a stuck-up snob, and, when she thought about it, had been ever since first meeting the twins.

      “What’s so funny?” Dawn called across.

      “I was just thinking that back home, I would have servants doing this for me. That made me realise what a spoiled brat I am.”

      “You are,” Dawn said honestly, then smiled shyly, as if she weren’t sure how her teasing would be taken. “But at least you admit it. There’s hope for you yet.”

      “That’s good to know.” Alyx smiled back. “I don’t think my aching arms agree, though. They’d love a few servants right now.”

      “So would mine.” Dawn grimaced. “As would my frozen ears.”

      “Think warm thoughts,” Finn called down.

      Alyx looked up to where Finn was balanced awkwardly in one of the fir trees, sawing away at a branch. He looked so young, as did Dawn, but then so was she. They were all three in this together, for better or worse. She may not want to be here, might desperately want to be home with Cayr and her father, but the reality was that she was stuck at DarkSkull Hall for the next nine months. And if she wanted her father to keep his promise that she wouldn’t have to return, she needed to do her best.

      Back in Alistriem, she and Finn and Dawn could never be friends. There was too much rank and culture between them. But here at DarkSkull all of that was erased. Maybe it would be easier, if only for this year, she acted like there were no differences between them. And in a way, it was true. Romas, Tarrick and Howell had each made it clear in their own way that rank didn’t matter at DarkSkull.

      “You look like you’re coming to the same conclusion I did while not sleeping last night,” Dawn said shrewdly.

      Alyx nodded and returned to her sawing. “I think so.”

      “Here, let me help you with that.” Finn dropped to the ground and then appeared below her, holding up his arm to take the branch she’d cut off.

      Alyx hesitated a moment, then smiled gratefully. “Thanks, Finn.”

      “My pleasure.”

      “So.” Dawn jumped out of the tree beside them. “The three innocents from Rionn, we’re a team? We get through this year together?”

      Alyx and Finn looked at her soberly, until Dawn’s left foot slid on a patch of ice and she fell spectacularly. Both Alyx and Finn dissolved into hilarious giggles, and quite a few moments passed before Finn had contained himself enough to help his sister back to her feet.

      By then the moment was lost, but as they continued working, Alyx had the distinct impression that for the first time since her father had told her she was going away, she’d done something right.
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      By dusk, they each had cut themselves a nice thick staff, approximately double the length of their arms, and cut away all the little offshoot branches and leaves. While waiting for Finn to finish his, Alyx studied hers dubiously. The branch she’d chosen was knobby and not quite straight, and it had sharp points from broken-off branches all over it. It didn’t look much like Howell’s smooth, polished weapon. Still, it did feel pretty solid.

      Nobody talked much as they trudged tiredly back out of the forest and across the valley floor to the main buildings. They split briefly to take their staffs up to their rooms, then met again just in time to make it to the dining hall for dinner.

      They were served a bowl of lamb soup and hunk of dry bread each, along with a mug of cold water. Alyx was too tired to participate in the conversation around her, or to take much notice of her surroundings. The hall buzzed with the chatter of what looked to be about fifty or sixty students, but nobody bothered the three of them as they sat at a table near the edge of the room and ate.

      “Let me guess, you’ve been out staff-cutting?” Tarrick’s deep voice caught their attention. He’d paused by their table with a bowl in his hand.

      “Yes, how did you know?” Finn said.

      “The blisters on your fingers.” He grinned, a flash of white teeth against his dark brown skin. “I cut mine a couple of days back. You’ll find they’re worth the effort.”

      “I hope so,” Dawn said ruefully.

      “Tarrick!”

      An older youth was waving Tarrick over to a table in the middle of the room crowded with several students. Judging from their numbers and demeanour, Alyx guessed them to be the popular crowd. It was easy to tell—back at home that was her table at any court gathering.

      She wondered whether having a mage background guaranteed popularity at DarkSkull. Tarrick was almost as new as they were, but already he seemed to have been easily accepted. Or maybe it was the strength of one’s mage family that made the difference. Either way, Alyx guessed she’d better get used to being the odd one out.

      “Enjoy yourselves.” Tarrick winked at them and left.

      “Hey, look, it’s the Madman.” Finn pointed.

      Both girls looked in the direction Finn was pointing. Alyx recognised Ladan instantly, sitting alone on the opposite side of the room. An initiate was approaching him with a welcoming smile. Ladan levelled a stare at the youth that had him backing up so abruptly he almost tripped. Finn grinned into his hand.

      “Should we go and say hello?” Dawn wondered.

      “I’ll freely admit I’m not brave enough for that,” Finn said.

      “What do you think his story is?” Alyx asked. “He seems so fierce and cold, but he got us here safely and protected us from the Shiven.”

      “I don’t know,” Finn said. “His men have clearly killed before. The stories about him didn’t arise out of nothing, but as you say, he didn’t try to hurt us.”

      “He is a lord of Rionn, and your father outranks him, Lady Egalion,” Dawn said. “As Dashan said, he was obligated to protect us.”

      “Maybe. Dashan was right to question the timing of his travel here, though. He just ‘happened’ to be departing for DarkSkull at the same time as we showed up on his doorstep?” Finn sounded sceptical. “And how would Lord-Mage Casovar have known about him if he’s such a hermit?”

      “It’s an enigma. I’m not confident about asking him directly though.” Dawn smiled. “That, I might get killed for.”

      As they rose to gather their plates, Alyx cleared her throat and addressed the twins awkwardly. “Master Howell was right this morning. You… ah… we’re not in Rionn. You can just call me Alyx.”

      “Are you sure?” Dawn asked. “No matter what Master Howell says, we’re Rionnans. It’s different for us.”

      “For the next year, none of that matters, whether I like it or not,” Alyx said. “So yes, I’m sure.”

      “Sure, Alyx.” Finn shrugged and began walking away with his plate.

      Alyx was about to follow when she turned to find Ladan had stopped by her chair. Startled, she took a full step back, almost colliding with Dawn.

      “Lady Egalion.” Ladan spoke tersely. “I wanted you to know that I sent a formal missive to your father and the king with your Blue Guard escort. It assures them of your safe arrival at DarkSkull. I didn’t want you to be concerned that your father would worry.”

      “Thank you, Lord Mirren.” She mastered her surprise. “That was thoughtful.”

      “Not at all. They needed to be aware of the Shiven attack on your party. I merely added a few words at the end.”

      “Even so, thank you.”

      He nodded. “Good night, Lady Egalion.”

      He was gone before she could muster a response, striding swiftly out of the room.

      

      They missed breakfast again the next morning.

      Dawn and Alyx dragged on clothes and came sprinting out the front of their dormitory only to see Finn running over from his building, equally late.

      “I’m hungry,” he said mournfully.

      “We’d best hurry over to the sparring yard to meet Master Howell before we’re late for that too,” Dawn said.

      “I suppose the rules exist for a reason,” Finn said as they began walking.

      “The rules are stupid,” Alyx weighed in.

      “Yes, they are.” Dawn supported Alyx.

      “It doesn’t matter whether we agree with the rules or not. We still have to live by them while we’re here.”

      Alyx stopped, forcing them to stop walking as well. She was still angry, so her voice came out spiked with irritation when she spoke, “Where is the sparring yard, anyway?”

      “Oh, good point.” Finn glanced around.

      “Most people seem to be heading that way.” Dawn pointed towards a high stone wall set apart from the main buildings, along the shore of the lake.

      “Fine.” Alyx snapped, turning to stride off in that direction and ignoring the amused look that passed between the twins before they followed her.

      

      Howell’s raised eyebrows spoke volumes as he opened the side gate and motioned them through into the sparring yard. Inside, sawdust coated the flat, squared ground that was edged by stone walls on three sides and the lake on the fourth. Several brown-robed initiates were squaring off against each other with their staffs on one half of the yard, while a group of grey-robed students sparred on the lake side. Apprentices, Alyx remembered from Tarrick’s explanation.

      “Hurry along,” Howell urged them, striding towards a tall man who appeared to be overseeing the sparring. He wore the same black mage robe as Howell, but was leaner and much older, maybe in his early fifties. His narrow face was striking rather than handsome, with severely cut dark hair framing a pair of sharp, ice-blue eyes. The leather belt he wore around his robe carried two daggers and a short sword, and he wore his staff hanging down his back.

      The man’s gaze was fixed on a particular pair of grey-robed students sparring. As the pair finished their exercise, he nodded and spoke to them for a few moments before they began again.

      “It’s a beautiful morning for sparring, isn’t it?” Howell called out.

      The man turned towards them as Howell approached, his long-fingered hands settling against his belt. Alyx only barely stopped herself from flinching when his sharp gaze landed on her; the way he stared through her, as if dismissing her as utterly unimportant, made her simultaneously angry and thoroughly intimidated.

      “My new initiates,” Howell said. “They’ll need to begin training with the others here.”

      “Of course.” Cold blue eyes flickered over them again, flashing with faint disapproval. “Master Romas informed me of their late arrival. Leave them with me.”

      “Try not to incapacitate them in their first lesson, if you can help it.”

      His mouth turned up in a slight smile. “I’ll do my best.”

      Howell nodded and turned back to Alyx and the twins. “Enjoy your lessons.” With that he was gone, whistling under his breath as he walked out of the yard.

      Their new trainer turned to them, his voice as sharp as his eyes. “I am Master Rothai. Three times a week, you will attend me in the morning after breakfast for two hours of physical training. I do not tolerate tardiness. If you are late, there will be consequences. Do you have any questions?”

      Alyx shook her head with the twins, a pit of nervousness opening in her stomach. Things had been bad enough so far but she had a feeling it was about to get worse. Learning to fight was not something she’d thought would be a part of mage training. She’d never seen Astor lift an aggressive finger in her life, though she did remember the staff that had always rested in the corner of his cluttered rooms. Surely Lord-Mage Casovar wasn’t expecting them to do any fighting once they returned to Rionn? What would her father think? What would the court think?

      “Good.” Rothai nodded at their silence. “Most of the initiates here are more advanced in their training, so you will find it difficult to catch up. Do your best, apply yourselves, and you’ll get there eventually.”

      “Yes, sir,” Finn said when it looked like Rothai was expecting a response.

      “Come with me. I’ll assign you partners, and we can begin.”

      “From what I’ve heard, the Zandian Emperor and Tregayan King both use warrior mages,” Finn said in an undertone as they walked.

      “DarkSkull Hall trains mages in all aspects of life, Initiate,” Rothai said. “You will not graduate as a mage unless you master all disciplines taught here to an acceptable level.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      

      Alyx found herself partnered with a girl who was taller and fierce-looking, with Tarrick’s dark skin and hair.

      “I’m Jrui,” she introduced herself. “I’ve heard you’re an innocent. Don’t expect me to make allowances for you because of that. Neither of us will learn from me babying you.”

      “Alyx,” she said. Giving her full title likely wouldn’t make Jrui go any easier on her.

      Jrui nodded. “Try and keep up, Alyx.”

      Rothai’s voice called out for everyone to pay attention, and those warming up immediately stopped what they were doing and lined up in neat rows with their partners.

      “Tarran and Oscar have been working on a technique I’d like you to learn this morning. They’re going to demonstrate, and then you’ll all try. As usual, I’ll walk around and correct your mistakes.”

      Though her newly cut staff held up well, Alyx’s body did not. The focus of Rothai’s lesson was disarming an opponent. She had paid attention to the demonstration, but the moves had been too quick and complex for her to really understand the manoeuvre. Plus, the uneven surface of her staff chafed the soft skin of her palms whenever it slid through her hands, which caused her to be timid in using it.

      Jrui’s increasing impatience with her uselessness only increased Alyx’s humiliation. When the girl took her turn, her first well-placed blow landed firmly on Alyx’s knuckles. Pain shot through her hand and she dropped the staff. Gritting her teeth, she picked it up and faced off against the initiate again.

      Jrui’s second blow hit the same hand, and fresh blood welled. Her third blow hit Alyx’s other hand when she was too slow to move away. Each time, Alyx picked her staff up off the ground, tried to prevent tears of pain from falling, and resumed the battering.

      “Haven’t you ever done this before?” Jrui finally asked in exasperation.

      “I never had a reason to,” Alyx said miserably.

      “What do they teach young people in Rionn? Everyone in Zandia learns the basics of fighting as children,” Jrui snapped.

      “We have soldiers to do the fighting. I’m a noblewoman; people would be horrified if I learned to fight.”

      Jrui’s look of contempt only deepened at Alyx’s words, but at a shout from Rothai, they both continued sparring.

      The session seemed to last an eternity, but eventually it ended with Rothai telling them all they were dismissed. Alyx spotted Dawn, and the two girls were amongst the first to exit the yard. Alyx was limping from a bruised shin while Dawn had a livid bruise on her right cheek.

      “That was so much fun,” Dawn mumbled.

      “I can’t move two of my fingers, do you think that’s a bad sign?” Alyx said, then frowned as Dawn halted suddenly.

      “Look what they’re doing to that initiate! Where’s Master Rothai?”

      Dawn’s voice was indignant; across the yard, a blond-haired boy her own age was being shoved up against the stone wall of the sparring yard by three apprentices. The boy winced in pain, and the older ones laughed and shoved him against the wall again, harder this time.

      Alyx glanced around. The other students leaving the training yard were studiously avoiding what was happening. She wanted to do the same, but before she could say anything, Finn joined them.

      “Looks harsh,” he said in sympathy.

      “Is that all you have to say?” Dawn demanded.

      “Well, yes.” Finn looked as if he didn’t know what Dawn wanted from him. “They’re really roughing him up. I feel sorry for him.”

      “You don’t feel the need to do something?”

      “Dawn, I don’t even know him. What am I supposed to do?”

      Dawn glared at her brother before walking towards the apprentices and shouting something Alyx didn’t quite catch. One of them turned, scowling at the interruption. He had the same black hair and dark-coloured skin as Tarrick and Jrui, but looked older and substantially bigger.

      “Oh no,” Finn muttered under his breath, and started moving towards the scene himself.

      Cursing inelegantly under her breath, Alyx reluctantly followed Finn. She recognised the second apprentice bullying the blond initiate as Oscar, one of those who’d demonstrated in front of the class earlier.

      “Leave him alone,” Dawn was saying calmly as Finn and Alyx approached.

      “Who are you?” the dark-skinned youth sneered.

      “There’s no need to speak like that to my sister,” Finn spoke smoothly. “Why don’t we all just step away?”

      “How about you walk away before I squash your head with my bare fists, Initiate?”

      Alyx sized up the situation. The older, broad-shouldered apprentice looked perfectly capable of squashing Finn’s head with his bare hands. She took a step backwards, trying to appear as if she wasn’t involved. The stream of students coming out of the yard was slowing to a trickle and she contemplated sidling away to join them. While she felt bad for the blonde initiate, the look on the dark-skinned apprentice’s face genuinely scared her.

      “Please, just leave him alone,” Dawn continued bravely.

      “What’s she doing?” Alyx hissed at Finn.

      “Dawn, come on. This isn’t our business,” Finn pleaded with his sister.

      “How can we leave? They’re hurting him.”

      Alyx glanced over. The initiate looked scared, but his green eyes flashed with muted anger. She respected that, doubting that she would be able to summon up anything but terror in his position. He struggled against his captors, kicking out at Oscar, who easily avoided the kick. The apprentices burst out into derisive laughter.

      “I feel sorry for him, Dawn, but if you push this, those bullies will turn their attention to us. There’s nothing we can do,” Alyx said. “Let’s just leave.”

      The dark-skinned youth grinned in amusement at the exchange between Alyx and the twins. “You should listen to your friends,” he told Dawn. “They may be cowards, but they’re smart.”

      “Sometimes that doesn’t matter.” Dawn remained where she was.

      Finn glanced between the initiate being held against the wall and his sister, then sighed. A moment later, he walked over to stand shoulder to shoulder with Dawn.

      Alyx stayed where she was. The dark-skinned apprentice’s eyes had a murderous look as he advanced on the twins. Oscar and the third apprentice still held the initiate firmly against the wall but had momentarily stopped their beating as they watched with interest.

      “What’s going on here?” Tarrick strolled over, hands in pockets, an easy smile on his face. “All of us should be in our classes—you know what happens if we’re late, Fengel.”

      “Well, well, Tarrick Tylender,” Fengel said in amusement, turning his attention away from the twins. “Leave us alone, or find yourself in Brynn’s position.”

      Poor Brynn squirmed and struggled in the chokehold Oscar applied to his throat. His face turned red as he gasped for air. Alyx became genuinely concerned for his life and was glad she’d decided to back away. Again, she considered leaving entirely but worried that her movement might catch Fengel’s attention.

      “You Dirsks are all the same.” The easy smile remained on Tarrick’s face. “Cowards. Why don’t you pick on somebody your own size?”

      “You mean somebody like you?”

      Before Tarrick could react, Fengel raised his palm and an orange fireball came sizzling from it, singeing Tarrick’s hair and right ear as it flew past. Tarrick winced and raised a hand to his ear, but held his ground.

      “That’s enough!” Rothai’s voice barked into the ensuing tense silence.

      Alyx exhaled in sheer relief as the mage exited the yard and crossed towards them. Everyone’s attention turned to Rothai, whose blue eyes flashed with anger. He slapped Tarrick across the face hard enough to send the initiate stumbling, and then gave Fengel the same treatment.

      “I said class was dismissed. That means you leave,” Rothai seethed. “If I catch you using magic on an initiate again, Fengel, I’ll expel you. Now, hurry up before I think of a suitable punishment for disobeying my orders!”

      They scattered, Alyx as quickly as everybody else.

      “What was all that about?” Finn asked Tarrick as they scrambled away. A bruise was quickly darkening on Tarrick’s jaw, and his right ear looked bright red from the scorching. As with everything else at DarkSkull so far, physical bullying was completely outside Alyx’s experience. Her father had told her it wouldn’t be easy—but surely he hadn’t expected her to be hurt?

      “Family houses are very important in Zandia. Our families—the Tylenders and Dirsks—are amongst the oldest and most powerful mage families,” Tarrick explained. “You’re innocents, so this won’t make much sense to you, but mages are politically powerful outside of Rionn. Our fathers are enemies, both seeking the other’s power. The Dirsks are pathetic cowards and Fengel is his eldest son.”

      “He’s also bigger than you and better trained in his magic,” Alyx said. “Couldn’t you just leave him alone?”

      Tarrick gave her an annoyed look. “And disgrace my family by being a coward?”

      Alyx winced, his comment instantly resonating with her. She’d been raised to honour the Egalion family name, always sensing how important that was given she was an only child. If it wasn’t so much a fundamental part of her, she’d have worked out a way to get herself expelled and sent home by now.

      “Isn’t staying alive more important?” she asked weakly.

      “My family’s honour is more important than my life,” he said, his tone indicating she’d asked a stupid question.

      She wasn’t sure she’d take it that far—her father would certainly prefer her alive—but Alyx had exhausted her arguments.

      “Why were Fengel and his friends picking on Brynn?” Finn asked.

      “Brynn is what we term a lesser mage. His magic is in his voice; he can perfectly imitate any sound or voice you could think of. But that’s all he can do.”

      “And that’s a reason to beat him up, almost kill him?” Alyx wondered if she’d ever come to understand mage culture.

      “He’s lesser, and not from a pure blood family.” Tarrick shrugged.

      “Like us,” Finn said, gesturing to Dawn and Alyx.

      “There’s a pecking order here, best you learn that quickly,” Tarrick advised. “The strongest students—Fengel included—demonstrate their superiority by quashing those they consider inferior. Brynn’s not going to have an easy time here, and neither will you if you draw Fengel’s attention again.”

      “They looked close to choking Brynn to death.” Alyx was indignant. “Is killing other students all right, too?”

      “Of course not,” Tarrick said, then cast them a sideways look. “That’s not to say students haven’t died during training before.”

      “What does that...” Finn’s voice faded as they spotted Howell approaching. Tarrick instantly split away, muttering something about finding his master.

      “Follow me, please,” Howell spoke as he walked past them.

      “I’m sorry to get you both involved. I couldn’t just stand by and watch,” Dawn said.

      “It was awful,” Finn allowed. “Imagine how it would feel if you were Brynn, and nobody stood up for you?”

      “Terrifying,” Alyx said honestly. “Still, Dawn, you would have only ended up the same way.”

      “I know, but I couldn’t stand there and do nothing, like you.”

      “Fengel was serious about harming us!” Alyx said, stung. “He almost choked that initiate to death.”

      “And what would you have done if it were Finn or I in that situation? Nothing? You said yesterday we were in this together.”

      “I...” Alyx swallowed. “Dawn, I can’t fight, and I don’t have magic. There’s nothing I’d be able to do to help you.”

      “That’s not the point. I don’t want to be the kind of mage that hurts others, or stands by and watches it happen.”

      “Fine, but you’re not going to be much of a mage at all if you get hurt before you finish training.”

      “I think you both have good points,” Finn intervened. “Dawn, I will always have your back, even if that means getting beaten up by a big muscular bully. But staying away from Fengel entirely seems the most sensible course of action.”

      Howell had halted outside a domed building, waiting as they caught up to him. Alyx glanced at Dawn as they walked, hoping the girl wasn’t too angry with her.

      “You three look a little scrawny to be picking fights,” he observed. “Maybe you should hold off on drawing attention to yourselves until you learn more… or grow a few inches.”

      “Yes, sir,” Dawn replied for them, ignoring Alyx’s pointed look.

      “I brought you here to show you something.”

      Howell pulled a key from inside his robe and opened the door, his gaze lingering on Alyx. It swung inwards soundlessly, and they followed him into a cool, silent room. Daylight from large windows in the domed ceiling gave the place a light, airy feel.

      Grey marble squares covered the floors, but the room had nothing in it except for a granite stand in the centre of the room. A glass case sat on the stand and Alyx’s eyes were immediately drawn to its contents.

      Howell gestured towards it. “That is a Taliath sword.”

      Alyx edged closer, her eyes drinking in the softly glowing blade. The weapon had been forged of steel and even to Alyx’s untutored eyes it looked sharp and beautifully crafted. The ivory hilt was a work of art; the grip was curved to fit the hand of its owner, and the guard had been fashioned to look like the spread wings of an eagle. Some other metal had been worked into the hilt, and it shone a faint blue in the light from above.

      “Where did it come from?” Finn asked with fascination. Dawn rolled her eyes toward Alyx at this sign that her brother was becoming enraptured with a topic of learning, but in this case Alyx found herself in agreement with him.

      “A Taliath who died in the war against Shakar. In part, we keep this here to remember the hundreds of Taliath who died alongside mages in that war.”

      “Shakar?” Finn queried.

      “Today’s lesson is not about Shakar, Initiate. We will discuss that at another time.”

      “I thought the Taliath were gone?” Dawn asked.

      “It’s true that after the tragic accident eleven years ago, the Taliath as we knew them no longer exist.” Howell hesitated, and something crossed his face that Alyx couldn’t interpret. “However, it is likely that Taliath potentials will be born in the future. Some have probably already been born in fact, but it would take many years for them to grow and develop.”

      “Who would train them?” Finn wanted to know.

      There was a longer hesitation this time, and Alyx frowned, wondering why Howell appeared to be choosing his words so carefully. “A good question, Finn, but perhaps one for another day.”

      Alyx reached out to touch the cool glass, drinking in the ethereal beauty of the blade. For the first time, she felt a touch of real sadness that she’d never meet one of the legendary Taliath. She thought back to her father’s admission that he and the king had fruitlessly been searching for Taliath. Did Howell know about that, she wondered? How well informed were the mages?

      “Has anyone tried to find them?” she settled for asking.

      “The short answer is yes. The council has put some effort into trying to find any new Taliath born.”

      “What are the Taliath exactly?” Dawn asked, shrugging when Finn rolled his eyes at her. “I mean, even in Rionn we’ve heard the stories, but what was the reality?”

      Howell favoured her with a smile. “There have been centuries of discussion over whether the Taliath were mages or something different entirely. No matter which way you argue, there are several things that set Taliath apart from mages.”

      “Such as?” Finn perked up.

      “Well, for one, they have a very specific grouping of abilities, including elite athleticism and speed. This has never varied, not once in hundreds of years.” A slight smile crossed Howell’s face. “It’s supposed to have been a wondrous thing, seeing the Taliath fight. It was more than a dance, more than just magic.”

      “And you said more will be born?” Finn asked.

      “Taliath are born just like mages—sometimes from mage or Taliath parents, sometimes not—but far more rarely. We have no reason to believe that will stop.”

      Alyx eyes had remained riveted on the blade while the conversation went on around her. There was something about it that called to her.

      “Alyx?” Howell’s voice broke her from her reverie.

      “Yes, sir?”

      “I’d thought you might have more questions for me.”

      He was watching her intently, an odd look of speculation on his face. She didn’t know what to make of it, or his question.

      “It’s a beautiful sword, sir.”

      “All right.” The look vanished from his face and he began briskly ushering them out. “You’ll need to go and report for your classes.”

      “Classes, sir?” Finn asked, brightening.

      “Yes.” Howell locked the door to the dome behind them. “Schooling is a large part of your life at DarkSkull. Mages aren’t just warriors and magic-wielders. They’re intelligent, educated, and able to think in diplomatic and strategic terms.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I’ve organised for your attendance at all the usual initiate classes, and your instructors will be expecting you.” He eyed them sternly. “I expect you to apply yourselves. There is no point teaching you magic if you can’t think and plan. Any questions?”

      “Ah.” Finn glanced at his sister. “Our first class would be where, sir?”

      “My favourite.” He beamed at them. “Languages. Go to the long building directly behind the main hall. You’ll find the room at the end of the hall on the third floor.”

      

      Alyx trailed Dawn and Finn as they located the languages class. Sun shone through the large windows along the eastern side of the room, highlighting dust particles as they floated in the air.

      Initiates and a handful of apprentices already filled most of the desks in the room, and all of them looked up as the newcomers entered. Alyx sensed the curiosity in their stares, and didn’t fail to miss the hostility in some. The blond-haired initiate from the sparring yard sat at the front, a dark purple bruise colouring his left eye.

      “Master Howell’s new initiates, I take it?” A sharp female voice addressed them. Alyx switched her attention to the stern-looking mage standing at the front of the room. Zandian, Alyx guessed, probably about her father’s age, her dark hair pulled back in a severe bun.

      “Yes, we are. I’m Finn,” Finn spoke. “This is my sister, Dawn, and Alyx.”

      “I am Master Prajana. Your master warned me you’d be late today, but don’t let it happen again. I don’t tolerate tardiness.”

      They nodded. Alyx was becoming increasingly uncomfortable at the attention of the room being focused on them, and wished they’d all look somewhere else.

      “Well, don’t just stand there and gawk,” Prajana snapped. “Find a desk and open the Zandian book you’ll find there to page eleven.”

      There were no three desks together, so Alyx sat alone in a back row by the window. The initiate beside her glanced at Alyx before looking back at her book.

      “I’m Alyx,” she said, trying to be friendly.

      The initiate looked over again, then pointedly glanced at Prajana. “Madgena. Master Prajana doesn’t like talking in class.”

      Recoiling at the girl’s icy tone, Alyx hurriedly found the book and turned to page eleven before staring at the unfamiliar words there. She knew from her lessons with Luden that while the kingdoms of Rionn and Tregaya spoke the same language, Zandia and Shivasa had their own languages.

      Of course, nobody in Rionn had thought it appropriate for the children of nobles to learn the Shiven language, but Luden had tried to teach them Zandian once. Alyx suddenly wished she’d listened to her tutor, and felt a niggle of guilt when she remembered her father’s unsuccessful attempts to get her to pay more attention to her studies.

      “We’ll be working on Zandian vowels for the remainder of today’s class,” Prajana called out. “Who can list them for me?”

      Madgena raised a hand and began reciting. Alyx stared at her book, trying to figure out where the vowels were listed. It turned out to be a hopeless exercise—while the script was the same as Rionnan, the letters were pronounced differently, and Alyx couldn’t make sense of any of it.

      An hour passed in which Alyx unsuccessfully tried to understand at least part of what Prajana was teaching. When a bell clanged throughout the building, the students gathered their books and rose.

      Madgena left without a word, and Alyx waited while Finn asked Prajana where to go next. Then, in somewhat of a daze, she followed the twins to their next lesson—mapping and geography.

      This class was held in another rectangular building across a wide field from the main hall. Hanging along the brick walls of the room were colourful maps of all types, shapes, and sizes. A scattering of wide tables large enough to unroll a map on their surfaces served as desks.

      The older mage teaching this class—Master Alaria—was friendlier than Master Prajana and spent a good part of the lesson with Finn, Dawn, and Alyx, explaining what they’d missed and suggesting ways for them to catch up.

      With some relief, Alyx found parts of what Alaria taught familiar to her. Knowledge of geography, borders, and land boundaries had been one of the focuses of her education in Rionn, so although she didn’t know how to draw or interpret a map, she could understand the concepts that underpinned how they worked.

      By the time the bell rang again, Alyx’s stomach was rumbling, and the three of them followed the stream of students to the dining hall where they lined up to collect thick sandwiches and mugs of water.

      “Do we get any time off at all?” Alyx scrutinised the full class list Alaria had given them as they waited.

      “Just Seventhdays.” Finn pointed. “Look, we get to study political and military strategy, and some basic healing.”

      “Sounds great,” she muttered.

      “I don’t see any classes in magic here,” Dawn pointed out.

      The bell signalling the end of lunch rang then, just as they reached the head of the line. Alyx and the twins ended up shoving bites of sandwich into their mouths as they ran to their political strategy class.

      Again, Alyx found some of the concepts in this class familiar to her in a basic way, although she guessed she wouldn’t find military strategy quite so familiar when they moved to that. There were both initiates and apprentices at fourth-year level in this class, and Alyx was confused until she realised the class was split and studied different material. The elderly mage in charge spent most of his time with the initiates and relied on one of the older students, a handsome chestnut-haired young man, to direct the apprentices.

      Alyx and the twins were listening closely to the master go over a concept they’d missed earlier in the week when the assistant apprentice came over with a question.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt, Master Renwick, but there’s a passage in the text you gave us that is causing some confusion. Do you have a moment to go over it with us?”

      “Of course.” Renwick pushed his glasses up and abandoned Alyx and the twins to shuffle over to the apprentices, a gleam of intellectual stimulation in his eyes.

      “Sorry about that.” The apprentice apologised with an easy smile. “I’ll make sure he gets right back to you. You must be the three that just arrived? I’m Adahn.”

      “Finn, Dawn, Alyx,” Finn introduced them. “And that’s all right. We’ll manage.”

      “Thanks. Good luck with catching up.”

      “Maybe not all the students here are horrible,” Dawn mused. “There’s a nice one.”

      “He did seem nice.” Alyx’s eyes followed the apprentice across the room as he joined Renwick.

      “I think I get what Master Renwick was talking about,” Finn said, frowning over the book. “Let me explain it to you.”

      By the time that class was over, Alyx had completely lost any focus she’d started the day with. Her lessons in Rionn had lasted two hours a morning, three days a week. She was unused to concentrating her attention for such long periods of time, especially on difficult and complex subject matter.

      She felt overwhelming relief when the bell rang for the last time, marking the end of the day. Keeping her promise to her father was going to be much harder than she’d thought.
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      On their fourth day at DarkSkull, Howell collected them early from Rothai’s class and took them across the breadth of the DarkSkull fields to the stables, ramshackle buildings that sprawled along the north-eastern corner of the grounds.

      One of Alyx’s fingers had been so badly bruised by Jrui she feared it was broken, and she cradled the aching hand to her chest as they walked. Dawn was rubbing a sore shoulder, and they exchanged miserable glances. Though Alyx didn’t know what Howell was planning, she was glad beyond measure that he’d rescued them from Rothai. Whatever he planned couldn’t be any worse than sparring class.

      Ahead, Howell pushed open the door to one of the barns, and the three of them obediently followed. Alyx was immediately enveloped by the smell of horses, and glanced around the spacious, warm barn with appreciation. They were lovely enough to remind her of her father’s stables at home.

      Stalls lined the straight avenue that stretched ahead of them on both sides, most occupied by horses contentedly chewing hay. None were like the small mares—almost ponies, really—that Alyx was used to. Instead they all looked like the battle-trained stallions the Bluecoats rode, big and strong, with gleaming coats and intelligent faces.

      “These three horses need to be groomed and exercised every day,” Howell said, pointing as he spoke to three stalls at the far end of the barn. “They are now your responsibility. You will find grooming tools inside each of the stalls and a large field adjoins this building for you to exercise them in. Are there any questions?”

      It was rhetorical. They’d learned quickly that Howell expected no questions, and if he received one, would give so vague a reply as to not help them at all. When they made no response, he favoured them with a benign smile, then walked away and left them in the stables.

      “Here, that looks painful.” Finn pulled a strip of leather hanging from a stable door and gently strapped Alyx’s strained finger.

      “Thanks.”

      “Think you could fix my ankle?” Dawn asked, pulling up her robe to reveal a dark bruise on her right foot.

      “We need to learn how to fight properly,” Finn observed.

      “Why?” Frustration boiled in Alyx. “I was sent here to become a mage, not a warrior. When are we going to learn this magic we’re supposed to possess?”

      “She’s right,” Dawn agreed. “About the magic part, anyway. I think knowing how to fight is part of being a mage.”

      “To be fair, Dawn, you’re the only one that’s displayed even a shred of magic so far, and Howell seems to want to let that develop a bit further to identify what exactly it is,” Finn said.

      “So why the need to learn anything if we might not even have any magic?” Alyx muttered, mostly to herself.

      Finn gave her a reproving look. “Education is a good thing whether you have magic or not.”

      The door to the barn opened, forestalling Alyx’s snappy response. Ladan paused as he caught sight of them. Alyx opened her mouth to say something, but before she could, he’d dismissed them with a glance and continued on to one of the stalls. Moments later, two other apprentices walked in and went to their own horses. Rothai’s class had clearly finished for the morning.

      “Finn, you sometimes help our father when he’s shoeing horses.” Dawn sighed, looking towards the stalls Howell had pointed out. “Can you show us what to do?”

      Finn peered at the huge animals dubiously. “I helped him hold them still. That’s the extent of my knowledge.”

      Alyx shared an irritated, but surprisingly satisfying, glance with Dawn, and approached the stall immediately next to the one Ladan was in. The horse inside towered over her. He backed up as she entered the stall, snorting and edgy.

      “I’ll take this one,” she called back to the twins.

      While Alyx had never actually groomed her own little mare back home, she’d watched plenty of times as Henri had. The grooming kit hung from the wall, so after eyeing it a minute, she picked up a thick brush and started.

      The horse snorted, but allowed the touch of the brush. As she tentatively began rubbing it along the stallion’s chocolate-brown coat, her eyes fell on the nameplate above the door.

      “Tingo, is it?” she murmured in amusement. “That’s not a very scary name for a big horse like yourself.”

      He snorted again at her words, tossing his head in annoyance. She smiled and resumed working on him. His colour was rich and velvety, finishing in clean white socks on all four of his fetlocks. He remained relatively quiet as she worked; the grooming process was familiar enough to him that the fact a stranger was doing it didn’t seem to bother him too much.

      Or maybe he just didn’t consider her much of a threat.

      Occasionally she heard the sounds of Ladan working in the stall beside hers, or the twins, but none of them spoke. Conversation between the apprentices across the way floated to her in snatches but it mostly revolved around a sparring technique they were trying to perfect and Alyx didn’t understand a word of it. She stifled a laugh when she heard Finn curse and complain about a squashed thumb.

      By the time they were done, Tingo wasn’t as expertly groomed as her mare back home, but he looked all right. Alyx was proud of herself; she’d not done a bad job for her first attempt. Tingo had calmed as she’d groomed and murmured to him, and now he stood relaxed in the stall.

      “Now we’re supposed to exercise them, right?” Finn called across, peering warily up at the tall stallion he’d been grooming. “How do these buckles go?”

      Alyx shrugged and turned to study the saddle and bridle hanging from Tingo’s wall. This she had no clue about, since Henri had always saddled her mare.

      “You’ve never saddled a horse before?”

      Alyx jumped as Ladan’s cool voice spoke near her ear. He’d entered the stall without a sound. She turned and stared at him a moment, fighting to summon words despite the forbidding expression on his face. “No, I haven’t.”

      He moved to grab the saddle from the wall and throw it onto Tingo’s back. “The buckles go here, and here, see? Not too tight, and not too loose. Once you’re in the saddle, if it doesn’t feel right, you can always re-adjust them.”

      Alyx watched in bemusement as Ladan demonstrated what to do with intimidating efficiency. Once he had the saddle on, he showed her what to do with the bridle.

      “Clear?” He turned to face her when he was done.

      “Clearer than before. Thank you.”

      He left without another word. She watched him, still bemused, as he mounted a grey stallion and urged the big animal into a trot out of the stall.

      Alyx spent a couple of seconds soothing Tingo before leading him out into the wide, straw-covered avenue of the stable. He came willingly enough, still relaxed from the grooming.

      She left Tingo tethered to the stall door and went to help the twins. Alyx didn’t quite remember all of Ladan’s instructions, but by frequently checking Tingo’s completed buckles, the three of them were able to get the other two horses saddled. Finn’s teetered alarmingly to the left, and no matter what they tried, they couldn’t seem to right it.

      “He just walked in and showed you how to do it?” Finn asked with some amazement.

      “It’s something about Alyx.” Dawn looked at her appraisingly. “He didn’t bother to help either of us.”

      “He’s a mystery to me.” Alyx frowned. “But I’m thankful for the help.”

      “Have you done a lot of riding back home? You look familiar with horses, though I suspect from your lack of knowledge you had grooms to saddle your horses.” Finn asked.

      “I used to ride a lot. You’re right about the grooms too. My friends and I sometimes spent whole days riding through the palace grounds and down into the city. There isn’t much else to do with our time, really. My mare is much smaller and more placid than these horses though. My father never allowed me anything bigger.”

      “You wanted something bigger?” Dawn raised an eyebrow.

      “Well, when Dash joined the Bluecoats, he was assigned a big cavalry horse, just like this one. He teased me about it, told me I’d never be able to handle a horse like his.” Alyx smiled a little at the memory. “Of course, I went straight to my father and demanded he get me one, just so I could prove Dash wrong. He said no. I sulked for days.”

      “Dawn nagged Father for weeks before her thirteenth birthday for a horse.” Finn grinned. “She cried all day when he wouldn’t give her one.”

      “I did not.” Dawn scowled. “It was only an hour, maximum.”

      “Neither of you have ridden much?” Alyx knew the conversation was really just an effort on all three of their parts to postpone actually having to ride the horses, but that was fine with her.

      “The gardens scattered throughout Alistriem are so lovely,” Dawn said wistfully. “There’s a big one only two blocks away from where we live, and we mostly played there as kids, so there was never a need for us to ride. Plus, we live within walking distance of everything our family needed in the city, like the markets.”

      “Have you seen the palace gardens?” Alyx asked. “There’s nothing like them in this world.”

      “You spend a lot of time at the palace then?” Dawn asked with interest.

      “Yes, in fact, I hear you’re betrothed to the Crown Prince of Rionn.” Finn said, a teasing note entering his voice.

      Alyx’s head shot up, looking at Dawn. “You told him?”

      “You could hardly expect me to keep that sort of news secret from my twin brother,” Dawn said indignantly.

      “So, we’ve got a future queen at DarkSkull?” Tarrick’s voice made all three of them jump. “It begs the question, what are you doing here, Lady Egalion?”

      “Tarrick,” Alyx noted. “Do you make a habit of listening to other people’s conversations?”

      He spread his arms innocently. “I just came to exercise my horse before my next class, and heard you talking.”

      “Well, in answer to your question, I’m here against my will,” she said sourly. Tarrick looked astonished. “You didn’t want to come here and learn your magic?”

      “Magic isn’t a big part of our lives in Rionn,” Dawn said.

      “I didn’t even know I had magic, and I’m still not convinced I do,” Alyx said. “Just because my mother had magic doesn’t mean I do, right?”

      “Yes, that’s true, but—”

      The barn door opened again, breaking off Tarrick’s reply. Alyx recognised the boyishly handsome features of Brynn, the initiate who had been bullied in the sparring yard on their first day. He looked cheerful, despite the now yellow bruising around his eye. He stopped in surprise when he saw the four of them gathered together around the horses.

      “Hello,” he said in a friendly tone.

      “Have you got stable duties as well?” Dawn asked brightly.

      Brynn nodded. “I’m a bit late though. Got caught up in the sparring yard.” He grinned. “I think I still have plenty to learn in that regard.”

      “You are late,” Tarrick noted. “As we all will be if we don’t hurry up and get these horses exercised before our next class. Alaria is the nicest of the bunch so I’m not too worried, but aren’t you all in Master Prajana’s class next?”

      Alyx shuddered at the thought of incurring the severe master’s wrath, and shared a panicked glance with Dawn.

      “You’re right.” Brynn sobered.

      “Would you like to join us? Maybe we can be faster if we get this done together.” The words were out before Alyx really thought about them, but at the look of surprised pleasure on Brynn’s face, she couldn’t take them back.

      “Sure,” he said. “Can I give you a hand with that saddle, Finn? One thing I have learnt in two weeks is how to buckle up a saddle.”

      “That would be fantastic.” Finn stopped struggling with his, and it crashed to the ground at his feet. Alyx had to leap out of the way as the horse spooked, smothering a smile as she did.

      “I’ll leave you to it.” Tarrick smiled and winked. “Wouldn’t do to be seen in public with innocents like yourselves. Enjoy your ride.”

      “He’s a strange one,” Finn noted as Tarrick left to tend his own horse.

      “I don’t think so,” Dawn said. “He’s been friendly, although I suppose that’s strange enough, given he clearly looks down on us.”

      Alyx said nothing as Brynn approached Finn’s horse; she understood Tarrick in a way the twins didn’t. His status here in the mage world matched what hers was back at home in Rionn. She wondered if she’d been so accommodating of others below her station. It wasn’t something she’d ever thought of before.

      “Here, I’ll go slowly if you want to watch.” From anyone else, Brynn’s words would have been condescending, but from him they sounded sincere.

      Alyx studied him as he taught, going much more slowly than Ladan had. Brynn wasn’t very tall, about the same height as she was, and his golden hair was thick and almost scruffy, sticking up all over his head. His smile was warm and friendly though, and his green eyes sparkled with good humour.

      “Thanks, Brynn.” Finn smiled when he managed to get the buckles right.

      “No problem. Dawn, yours looks fine, although you might want to tighten up this one a little bit here.” He turned to Alyx. “I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.”

      “We haven’t officially met,” she said. “I’m Alyx Egalion.”

      “And royalty too, if I overheard Tarrick correctly?”

      A little taken aback by his direct manner, she nodded. “Not quite. My father is a lord of Rionn.”

      “I’m Brynn Starrin.” He held out his hand. “It’s nice to officially meet you, Alyx.”

      Not wanting to be rude, Alyx took the proffered hand. His grip was warm and dry as they shook.

      “You don’t really have to wait for me,” he told them. “I’ve still got to saddle up my mare.”

      “No, we don’t mind,” Finn said.

      They waited a few minutes while Brynn saddled his mare before they led their horses out to the wide, green field adjoining the barn. Alyx and the twins immediately headed for the mounting blocks nearby, but Brynn’s shout stopped them dead.

      “If you’re going to learn to ride, you might as well do it properly,” he said with a shrug. “There won’t always be a convenient mounting block nearby.”

      Alyx looked between him and the enormous stallion beside her. She’d always used a mounting block before, and always had the assistance of one of her father’s grooms.

      “Jump up, grip the saddle, and haul yourself on.” Brynn flashed another friendly grin. “It gets more graceful with practice, I promise you.”

      “And how would you know?” Dawn rolled her eyes at him.

      “I used to fall off at least ten times a ride,” Brynn said. “Now I’m down to about seven or eight times.”

      “He’s right,” Finn said determinedly. “We have to learn.”

      They all watched as Finn jumped up, missed the pommel of the saddle, and slid awkwardly back down.

      Alyx was hard pressed to hide a grin, while Dawn laughed out loud. Finn, red-faced, tried again. This time he managed to grab hold of the pommel; he hung there for a few seconds, then painfully hauled himself upwards. His stallion decided to shift sideways right at the end, so that he barely managed to avoid rolling off the other side.

      “Go on, then. You do better.” Finn taunted his laughing sister.

      Alyx turned towards Tingo, attempted to judge the distance to the saddle, then jumped high. Her bruised fingers protested painfully as she grabbed the pommel, then tried to haul a leg over the saddle. It was a struggle, and she was certain she looked like an idiot, but she eventually managed it. Luckily Tingo stood still, bored the entire time.

      Once she was up there, she abruptly realised how far away the ground was. The saddle was also one she was unused to, so she was perched uncomfortably.

      Dawn managed to get astride after two attempts, throughout which Finn laughed gleefully, and Brynn in three. Once they were done, Finn kicked his mare into a trot through the gate and into the field. Alyx urged Tingo after him, and the others fell in behind. Tingo’s stride was far different to that of her little mare back home and Alyx struggled to adjust to it.

      Finn let out a shout as his mare lurched into a gallop. Completely of his own accord, Tingo decided he wanted to stretch his legs as well. The change in gait was abrupt and Alyx tried desperately to rein him in but he was far too strong for her. She bounced around wildly for a few moments, then fell off.

      She hit the ground hard, the breath whooshing out of her lungs. His rider dealt with, Tingo slowed back to a trot, then stopped some distance away and lowered his head to start cropping the grass. Dawn managed to haul her trotting stallion in and looked down with a concerned glance.

      Alyx had been a girl the last time she’d fallen off a horse, and her father had been watching from the fence. He’d run over immediately to give her a hug and kiss her sore arm better. Once she’d calmed, he’d told her the best way to deal with the situation was to try and get back on the horse. Afraid and still crying, she’d allowed him to place her back onto the saddle. He’d been so proud of her, and after walking the horse around the field one more time, he’d carried her inside and ordered the cook to make her favourite cookies as a treat.

      This time, nobody was around to kiss her better.

      “I hate this place,” Alyx grumbled as she rose painfully to a sitting position. Her fingers were throbbing from trying to rein Tingo in.

      “It was nice of you to invite Brynn to join us.”

      “It was stupid of me. If Fengel sees us with him, he’s likely to turn his attention to us too.”

      Dawn scowled. “I’m glad you didn’t think about it too much then.”

      “I just fell off a horse. I’m in no mood to be nice,” Alyx snapped, feeling the pain and humiliation of the fall overwhelm her.

      “Are you all right, Alyx?” Brynn appeared, hauling his mare in with every bit of his strength.

      “No,” she muttered, hauling herself to her feet. “I’m sore and angry, and I don’t want to get back on that stupid horse.”

      “We’d better hurry,” Finn shouted from across the field. “I think we’re supposed to be at language class.”

      The fear of Prajana was enough to get Alyx to her feet, and she dragged herself back into the saddle. Tingo fortunately remained at a trot as they rode the horses a few more laps around the field before returning them to the stables and then running for class.

      

      Alyx and the twins arrived as a group to the dining hall that night. In wordless agreement, they’d stuck together since the staff-cutting in the woods. Tarrick’s early assessment of them as innocents had clearly passed through the student population, because none of the other initiates had made any attempts to be friendly. The incident with Fengel wouldn’t have helped matters, either. She couldn’t imagine any initiate wanting to get on his bad side by appearing to befriend the newcomers from Rionn who had caught his ire.

      On reflection, Alyx supposed she liked the twins, but she didn’t truly know them, and they did little to ease the miasma of depression that hung heavy in her chest since their arrival.

      This night, as had become usual, they took their seat at a table near the edge of the room, Alyx balancing her bowl of stew in one hand because of her aching fingers.

      “Do you mind if I sit with you?” Brynn approached them as they began eating.

      “Of course.” Finn reached around and pulled out a chair for him. Brynn sat down beside Alyx, and she tried not to be annoyed at Finn.

      “Thanks,” Brynn said as he sat. “It’s hard to find table companions when you’re a lesser mage.”

      “You don’t seem too upset by that,” Dawn noted.

      “I’m not,” he replied cheerfully. “I’m proud of my family, and I’m thrilled that I have any mage ability at all.”

      “Still.” Finn leaned forward with a smile. “You should consider that the three of us are both innocents and possibly lesser mages. Do you really want to fall any further down on the social ladder?”

      Brynn laughed. “It’s all a matter of perspective, Finn. Would you actually want to spend your time with a bully like Fengel?”

      “The man has a point.” Finn sat back. “You’re welcome to sit with us anytime.”

      “Thanks.” He spooned a mouthful of stew. “You said that you were possibly lesser mages. Does that mean you don’t know what magic you have?”

      “Alyx and I have no idea.” Finn smiled. “Dawn can hear things at long distances, but I don’t think Master Howell knows exactly what that means yet.”

      “You haven’t started classes with him yet?”

      “You mean to learn magic?” Dawn asked. “No. Who’s your master?”

      “Renwick. I had my first class with him last Seventhday,” Brynn said.

      “How did you work out what your power was?” Finn asked.

      Brynn shrugged. “I can mimic any sound you can think of. All I have to do is hear the sound once and I can replicate it perfectly. I’ve been doing it since I was a boy.”

      “Can you give us an example?” Finn looked fascinated.

      “Sure.” Brynn sat up and straightened his shoulders for effect, then spoke in a perfect imitation of Master Prajana, “Tardiness will not be tolerated. I absolutely insist on punctuality.”

      They all laughed.

      “It’s not just voices. I can replicate music, animal sounds, anything.”

      “What an interesting mage power,” Dawn said.

      Silence fell for a few moments as they hungrily emptied their bowls of stew. The hum of conversation that pervaded the hall mixed with a full stomach lulled Alyx, making her sleepy.

      “I was impressed by how you got back up on the horse after you fell today, Alyx.” Brynn’s voice broke her from her daze. She looked over to see him spooning up the remnants of his bowl.

      “My father always taught me that you have to get straight back on after a fall,” she said.

      “Easier said than done, though. That’s one big horse. Good on you.”

      “Thanks,” she said quietly, warmed by his words.

      Finn engaged Brynn in conversation about his origins after that and Alyx listened with half an ear, most of her concentration taken up with staying awake enough to finish eating. She caught enough to learn Brynn was Tregayan, and that his family was from a small rural village not far from DarkSkull Hall. He talked unashamedly about his family’s lack of money or property and spoke about them with great affection and pride.

      Alyx finished her stew, her attention moving to take more note of her surroundings. She focused on Fengel first, sitting at the crowded table in the centre of the room; most of the others sitting near him were older students wearing grey apprentice robes. Oscar was there too, and Adahn, the apprentice from mapping. Tarrick was one of only two initiates sitting with the group, although he was at the opposite end of the table from Fengel. The other initiate sat sprawled languidly in his chair, looking bored.

      Alyx’s gaze fell on an apprentice sitting beside Fengel, silent amidst the lively chatter around him. The distance was too great for her to make out his features clearly, but there was something different about him, an almost visible aura of intensity. She wondered what it was that made him a part of the group that was clearly atop the student pecking order, as Tarrick had put it.

      Other students sat clustered in groups throughout the rest of the room. As far as Alyx could tell, initiates and apprentices sat separately, with the initiates at the tables furthest from the centre. After searching a few more moments, she found Ladan sitting alone in the corner of the room. His help with her horse earlier that day had been cool and perfunctory but there had been no reason at all for him to offer it. She sensed there was a lot of feeling locked up behind the forbidding expression he habitually wore.

      As if sensing her regard, his head turned and caught her glance. She was unable to look away from his cool green eyes, and after a long moment, he turned back to the food before him.

      “I’m exhausted.” Dawn tapped Alyx’s arm. “Want to head off to bed?”

      “Sure.” Alyx yawned and waved a half-hearted farewell to Finn and Brynn.

      “Brynn seems nice,” Dawn commented as they walked.

      “I suppose,” Alyx said.

      “You really are a snob at times,” Dawn said in amusement. “I know he made it clear just now that his family is poor, but—”

      “It’s not that,” Alyx interrupted. “What if Fengel goes after Brynn again and we’re with him?”

      “So what if he does? How is that Brynn’s fault?” Annoyance tinged Dawn’s voice as she opened their door.

      “It’s not. But I don’t want to get hurt.” Alyx continued before Dawn could say anything. “I don’t want to fight with you over this, either. Fengel scares me, Dawn.”

      “I’m scared too. But imagine how Brynn must feel?” Dawn sighed as she surveyed their room in the soft lamplight. “We’re going to have to fix this up soon.”

      Both Dawn and Alyx had been in too much of a rush every morning and too exhausted every night to do more than drop their clothes in piles and leave their bedding in a mess. Neither of them had forgotten Madam Grange’s warning about room inspections.

      “I can’t do it now,” Alyx groaned, collapsing onto the bed.

      “Me neither,” Dawn said. “Tomorrow morning?”

      “Sure.” Alyx tossed off her robe and climbed under the covers. After a moment’s hesitation, she spoke again. “Dawn, my father asked me to try here. It’s important to him, and me, that I don’t dishonour our family or sully his reputation at court, irrespective of how much I hate it here. Bullying doesn’t happen in my world, well... not physical bullying anyway. The only way I know how to deal with it is to avoid it. Do you understand?”

      “I do, but Alyx your world is like a bubble. In our world, there’s no option to avoid dealing with the tough things that happen in life. How we deal with them is what defines us, makes us who we are.” Dawn’s voice was soft, but resolute. “And I won’t be someone who stands by while others are hurt.”

      Is that who she was? Uncomfortable at that idea, Alyx turned over, her thoughts keeping her from sleep for a long time.
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      A week later, Howell appeared as Alyx and the twins were exercising their horses. Brynn was with them too—he’d entered the barn as they were saddling up, calling out a cheerful hello when he saw them. Alyx had stifled a sigh when Finn invited him to join them but said nothing.

      As they trotted sedately up and down the field, Finn tried to explain some of the Zandian grammar concepts they’d been learning, but which no one other than he seemed to have mastered yet. Alyx had been subject to a particularly sharp dressing down from Prajana earlier when she’d answered a supposedly easy question incorrectly.

      “I’m never going to understand it,” Dawn said, frustrated. “We missed too much.”

      “Your master is coming,” Brynn warned them.

      Howell was mounted as he approached, dressed in breeches and tunic and without his usual mage robe. His ebony staff hung down between his shoulder blades, and he handled his cavalry horse with casual ease.

      “Follow me,” he called out.

      A group of riders exited the stables as Howell spoke, and Alyx didn’t miss the panicked look that flashed over Brynn’s features. She recognised Fengel amongst them and hesitated, glancing between Howell and Brynn. The twins looked equally torn, and when they didn’t immediately follow, Howell turned his horse back to them, annoyance on his face.

      “What is it? Was my instruction not clear?”

      “I’m sorry, sir,” Dawn spoke for them. “It’s just…”

      Howell glanced over at where they were all looking, then appeared to notice Brynn for the first time. “Oh yes, you’re Initiate Brynn Starrin, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, sir,” Brynn said. “I’m sorry for…”

      Howell waved a hand, dismissing his words. “Your master has agreed for you to join my initiate group. It seems he has some fear for your health if you remain with him. Renwick isn’t the strongest of mages, and you’ve managed to incur the ire of our strongest students here at DarkSkull.”

      Alyx opened her mouth to protest, caught Dawn’s look, and abruptly shut it as shame kindled in her. When she saw the stunned smile that transformed Brynn’s face, the shame at her initial reaction deepened. He looked happier than she’d seen him since they’d met.

      “No objections I take it?” Howell turned to Alyx and the twins.

      “No sir,” Finn said.

      When both Finn and Dawn looked her way, Alyx shrugged. “It’s fine.”

      “I really do appreciate it,” Brynn said. “Not only because of Fengel. I’ve not had any friends since I came here. It’s nice to have company.”

      Alyx winced at him claiming her as a friend, but smoothed out her expression when she caught Dawn looking at her.

      “If you could all stop nattering and please follow my initial instructions,” Howell barked at them. He wheeled his mare around, cantering out the gate and across the DarkSkull fields towards the valley wall.

      “He wants us to gallop after him?” Dawn looked aghast.

      “Yes, let’s go!” Finn shouted.

      Brynn, Alyx, and the twins had more difficulty than Howell, but eventually managed to drag their strong mounts around and out the gate.

      Their master’s disappearing figure led them away from DarkSkull Hall and along the edge of the surrounding fields towards the thick forest lining the valley floor. Alyx clung desperately to the reins, trying to ignore her aching thighs and fingers.

      Sometimes it felt like she lived in a constant miasma of soreness and exhaustion. When Alyx had peered into the cracked mirror in the girl’s bathroom that morning, she’d seen dark shadows under eyes that were bloodshot and dull. Dawn looked just as bad, and Alyx genuinely wondered how she would have coped without another girl to share this misery with.

      With his usual disregard for the inexperienced rider atop him, Tingo broke into a gallop almost as soon as they were out of the field. Alyx hauled on the reins, but this had little effect, and soon her entire focus was on simply staying in the saddle and trying to steer him in the direction she wanted to go.

      The day was overcast, heavy clouds promising snow later, and the light grew dim once they entered the forest. A narrow path wound between thickly clustered fir trees and the horses were forced into single file. As they rode further into the forest, the path became an incline which grew gradually steeper until Alyx was leaning far forward in the saddle.

      The temperature dropped too, numbing Alyx’s throbbing fingers. Eventually they emerged onto the summit of one of the tall hills ringing the valley.

      A high stone wall ran along the top of the hill, extending as far as Alyx could see to their left and right, broken just ahead by a thick tree that had fallen across it. Drag marks in the snow showed where the tree had been moved away from the wall, and now the broken section gaped open.

      Alyx took a moment to stare down at the bright gleam of green water far below and the rugged rise of more hills on the other side of the gorge. Far to her right she could just make out the hazy outline of part of the massive bridge leading into DarkSkull.

      “The boundary of DarkSkull Hall,” Howell informed them, waving towards the wall. “It goes all the way around the valley.”

      “Why?” Alyx asked.

      “I don’t think I catch your meaning?” Howell raised an eyebrow.

      She gestured down below to the glimpse of gorge visible through the break in the wall. “It’s pretty steep, and there’s a river down there. Why do you need a wall as well?”

      “DarkSkull Hall has been attacked before, Initiate. Simple water and a steep incline are unfortunately not enough of a deterrent. These walls are thick and high and are intended to discourage large-scale attacks.”

      “Attacks from whom?”

      “My, aren’t we chatty today? I believe this is the first time you’ve spoken more than two words to me. We’ll discuss that at another time, Alyx. As for why I brought you here today, it’s imperative this broken section of wall be fixed as quickly as possible, and I volunteered my initiates for the job. You’ll find stone blocks just through the trees to your right, and they’ve already been cut and squared.”

      “What about tools, sir?” Finn asked.

      “You’ve already got all the tools you need. Any questions?”

      Groaning inwardly at Howell’s familiar, irritating response, Alyx shook her head along with the others. She didn’t dare ask about the mathematics class they were currently supposed to be attending.

      “You’d best get to it then. You don’t want to be out here when night falls,” he said cheerily, before reining his horse around and galloping back down the trail.

      Finn looked dubiously up at the sky. “Night can only be an hour or two away at the most.”

      “What does he mean, we already have the tools?” Dawn said.

      “I think you’ll find he means magic,” Brynn said, trying to dismount and half falling to the ground.

      Alyx dropped the reins, gripped the pommel, and swung one leg over. Dropping the long distance to the ground awkwardly, she was nonetheless glad to be off Tingo’s back.

      “What magic?” She grabbed the reins to tie them to a nearby tree. “I’ve seen no trace of my supposed magic, and I doubt your magical voice is going to be of any use in fixing a wall.”

      “You’re quite fixated on your misery, aren’t you?” Brynn teased her. He was more forward with Alyx than either Finn or Dawn, treating her as she imagined an affectionate younger brother would. While his manner would have irritated her coming from the twins, something about his genuine warmth soothed any irritation before it could take hold.

      “I’m going to start bringing some stones over,” Finn said, walking off through the trees.

      Alyx shared a glance with Dawn, and the two girls set off after him, Brynn close behind.

      “I know you think I’m going to bring you trouble, Alyx,” Brynn said as he fell into step beside her. “You could be right, too.”

      Alyx paused, decided to be honest. “I want to survive here as painlessly as possible and go home. Fengel could hurt us all if he wanted to. He almost killed you last week.”

      “Master Howell gave you an opportunity to protest my joining you. You didn’t take it.”

      “No, I didn’t, and I’m not going to.”

      “Why?”

      She glanced at him, then away. “Because when I put myself in your shoes, I can’t.”

      “Thank you for being honest with me.” Brynn met her eyes. “I understand your reasons for not wanting me around and I respect them. Consider me your friend, though. It’s not much, but you should know.”

      Alyx stopped walking for a moment as the others continued on, taken aback by Brynn’s words. She’d never had such a genuine offer of friendship before, given not because she was Lady Alyx Egalion, but because of something she’d done. She immediately felt guilty for not treating Brynn better and squashed the feeling. Liking Brynn wasn’t enough to overcome her genuine fear of Fengel.

      “Found them!’ Finn’s voice called out from ahead.

      Following his voice, Alyx and Brynn pushed through a thick copse of trees and stepped out into a small quarry where blocks of bluestone sat already cut and dressed. Dawn was helping her brother pick one up, so Alyx and Brynn hefted another. The stone was heavy and rough and Alyx’s arms burned as they hauled it back up to the broken section of wall. Once there, she let go of the stone with a painful gasp. It thudded to the ground beside the one the twins had carried.

      “We’ll put ours right here.” Finn pointed, leaning forward to show them where to place it correctly. “Alyx, you and Brynn place yours beside it.”

      “You’re an expert on wall building now?” Dawn shot an irritated glance at her brother.

      “You have a better idea?” he retorted.

      Alyx tried intervening. “Let’s not fight.”

      Finn let out a breath. “I just figure if we stack the stones inside the hole neatly to start with, we can figure out where to go from there.”

      “One step at a time, huh?” Brynn surveyed the gap. “Sounds good to me.”

      They spent an hour hauling blocks of stone from the quarry and placing them carefully into the broken section of wall.

      “Do you think there’s any use for mages who can’t use magic but know how to haul rocks?” Dawn panted sourly as she and Alyx hauled another stone back to the wall.

      “I doubt it,” Alyx muttered. “I’m sure Lord-Mage Casovar will be thrilled to be presented with a group of well-trained labourers, though.”

      Eventually all four of them stood before the wall, hands on hips. The stone blocks had all been placed together neatly, filling most of the hole in the wall, but they had no tools or putty to bind them together. Small cracks ran throughout the fixed section.

      “That’s going to come crashing down the second there’s a good gust of wind, isn’t it?” Brynn grinned openly.

      Just as the words came out of his mouth, a wind kicked up and the two stones at the top of the wall wobbled precariously. The four of them looked at each other and dissolved into laughter.

      The laughter was infectious and soon Alyx was doubled up, trying to get air as tears ran down her face. It was the first time she’d laughed in a month, and for a brief moment it felt good enough to dispel her misery.

      Trying to catch her breath, she glanced at Dawn, and saw that instead of laughing, she looked pale and terrified.

      “Dawn?” Alyx asked sharply.

      Dawn looked across at her. “I can hear the voices.”

      “Here?” Finn’s eyes widened.

      “What voices?” Brynn asked.

      Finn explained as quickly as he could about their trip to DarkSkull Hall. When he was finished, Brynn looked even more confused.

      “The Shiven that chased you couldn’t be here,” he said. “We’re far from Shivasa.”

      “They’re coming closer,” Dawn rasped.

      “Coming from where?” Alyx asked. Her voice came out higher-pitched than intended; the hairs on the back of her neck were prickling, and her heart had begun to pound in remembered fear.

      Dawn raised an arm, pointing into the rapidly darkening shadows between the trees where the path ran back down the valley wall towards DarkSkull. Alyx glanced over at the horses, but they seemed calm.

      “Stay together,” Finn said, moving towards Dawn and Alyx. “You’ve all got the knives Howell gave us?”

      Alyx dropped a hand to her right boot. She’d gotten so accustomed to wearing the knife that she could barely feel it anymore. Her raw wood staff hung from Tingo’s saddle, a good distance away. A quick glance showed the others had left theirs with the horses as well.

      “Dawn, tell us what you’re hearing,” Finn instructed.

      Dawn nodded and closed her eyes. “Snatches of voices… they’re not the same ones I heard on the way to DarkSkull, but…”

      “Go on,” Brynn said encouragingly.

      “I can feel the same…” she frowned, shaking her head in frustration. “The same anticipation, I think. One voice is stronger than the others, but I think I can pick up maybe three different voices, maybe more. It’s not clear, but…”

      Her eyes flew open. “They’re coming this way. And they know we’re here.”

      “All right. We’re in the grounds of DarkSkull Hall, so let’s just wait. It could be one of the masters coming to fetch us,” Finn said.

      Alyx looked uneasily in the direction their horses were tethered, wondering if it wasn’t a better idea to just leave before whoever it was arrived.

      Hooves sounded from somewhere below them on the slope, heading their way. The four of them stood in tense silence as the sound of horses came closer and closer. Shadows crept through the trees, the light dying as the sun slowly set over the hills.

      Some minutes later, a group of riders came cantering up the trail. When they left the tree line and saw Alyx and the others standing by the wall, they slowed the horses and reined to a halt. The lead rider was Fengel, and Alyx’s heart clutched in fear. By the look on Fengel’s face, this meeting was no coincidence. There were four others and at the back of the group was Tarrick, sitting easily in the saddle and watching the proceedings with interest.

      “These are the ones?” a voice asked.

      Fengel smiled, but there was no warmth in it. “This is them.”

      Another rider kicked his horse forward out of the deepening shadows, and Alyx took a half-step back in shock. It was the silent apprentice she’d seen sitting with Fengel in the dining hall, but now he was so close she could tell instantly he was Shiven, with their pale skin and dark brown eyes. Unlike Dashan, he was full-blooded, and had their characteristic pointed ears and long fingers. He wore his lengthy brown hair tied neatly in a bun at the back of his neck, a look that highlighted the almost alien handsomeness of his features.

      “Can we help you?” Finn sounded calm, but his back was stiff with tension.

      Dawn leaned close to Alyx and murmured, “Fengel knew we were here, and I can feel danger from that Shiven clear as a bell in my head.”

      Brynn, close enough to hear Dawn, cried out a warning for them to run and led the way by running for the trees. Fengel went to chase him down, but the Shiven rider stopped him.

      “The ones we want are here.”

      “You said the A’ndreas girl was mine.”

      “You can have her.” The Shiven’s mouth curled. “After we’ve killed the others.”

      Alyx mouth turned dry. They were so far from DarkSkull Hall that any shouts or screams would never be heard. None of them apart from Dawn knew their magic yet, and they had only Howell’s knives to defend themselves against students many years ahead of them in learning and experience.

      Dawn stepped forward. “We’re students at DarkSkull Hall, as are you. You can threaten all you like but we know you can’t just murder us.”

      Alyx was as impressed by Dawn’s bravery as she was horrified by the audacity of her words. A chill ran through her as both Fengel and the Shiven began to laugh, looking genuinely amused.

      “You think students haven’t died here before, especially initiates?” Fengel asked. “These woods are dangerous, not to mention the cold. Accidents happen.”

      “Even if that’s true, why would you want to kill us?” Finn asked. “What did we ever do to you?”

      “I know who you are,” the Shiven hissed, his dark eyes flicking to Alyx. In that momentary glance, utter terror gripped her. She wanted to speak, to respond, to tell him he was mistaken, but her throat had closed over and she couldn’t summon any words.

      “The girl is right—you said we were just going to mess with them a bit.” Tarrick spoke up suddenly, urging his horse forward. “Master Romas is a telepath, Galien. He’ll know if you kill anyone and we’ll all be expelled.”

      “What would you know, Tylender?” Fengel glanced at him in contempt.

      “I’m just saying, are they really worth the effort? They’re useless innocents.”

      “You have no idea,” the Shiven murmured. “And why would Master Romas think to read my thoughts even if he could defeat my shielding? He doesn’t know we’re out here. We’ll be sure to make it look like an accident.”

      Tarrick persisted. “It’s too much of a risk, Galien.”

      “Why is he even with us?” Fengel turned to the Shiven in disgust. “I told you he was a worthless coward.”

      “He’s pure mage blood,” the Shiven said coolly. “He belongs with us.”

      Alyx followed this exchange closely despite her fear, desperately hoping Tarrick would succeed in stopping Fengel and the Shiven.

      “He’s a coward,” Fengel said to the Shiven. “You should cut him loose.”

      Tarrick shouted in anger at the insult, hurling his small knife straight for Fengel’s throat. The Zandian shifted sideways gracefully, the knife flying harmlessly past him. Then, with mocking ease, he conjured a fireball and sent it straight at Tarrick’s head. Tarrick barely dodged aside in time, falling from the saddle in his haste and landing awkwardly in the snow.

      He rose and scrambled backwards. Grim anger darkened his features as he faced Fengel. The Shiven watched, a gleam of amusement in his dark eyes, not making any move to help either Tarrick or Fengel.

      “Maybe you’re right about him, Fengel. Tarran, go find that initiate. We don’t want any witnesses.”

      “If you want us, then leave Brynn out of it,” Dawn said, words firm despite how pale she was. “He saw nothing.”

      “She has a point,” Fengel chuckled. “He’s so useless he’s no threat to us. Just like the Tylenders, weak and pathetic.”

      Tarrick’s shout of fury was incoherent. Alyx’s eyes widened as they fell on his hands; a mother-of-pearl glow encompassed them, shining brightly against the falling darkness. Tarrick himself snarled in triumph as he saw what was happening and raised one of his glowing hands into the air.

      A massive concussion burst exploded through the clearing, making Alyx clap her hands over her ears in pain. It was as if a vice were being tightened over her chest so that she couldn’t breathe, and then it vanished just as suddenly as it hit, leaving her gasping.

      The group of riders had dissolved into chaos as their horses reared and bucked in panic. Tarran and Fengel had fallen and were trying to avoid being trampled by the razor-sharp hooves of their mounts. Tarrick wavered on his feet, skin deathly pale. The Shiven snarled in anger as he fought to get his mount back under control.

      “We have to run,” Finn shouted, reaching for his sister.

      Dawn hesitated, glancing at Tarrick. The initiate was still swaying, not seeming to realise that Fengel’s dark gaze was fixed firmly on him.

      “Dawn, come on!” Alyx urged, already moving after Finn.

      Dawn hesitated a moment longer before running to Tarrick and grabbing his arm. “Alyx, Finn, help me.”

      “We don’t have time for this, Dawn.” Finn nonetheless ran to take Tarrick’s other arm, and together with Alyx urging them on, they scrambled for the trees. Tingo and the other horses had already snapped their tethers and bolted in fear, and when Alyx looked back, she saw the Shiven had settled his mount and was turning to come after them.

      “Don’t let them escape,” his shout echoed through the forest.

      Tarrick staggered in the twins’ hold and collapsed into the snow. They reached for him, but he seemed disoriented as he tried to stand. A glance back showed Fengel and the other apprentices were quickly regaining control of their mounts and Alyx knew they would be caught in seconds.

      Then, over the sound of the horses moving towards them, she heard the deep, hair-raising growl of a forest bear. Everyone froze for a second, and in the ensuing silence it sounded again, deep and angry and coming closer. That was it for the horses—they stopped obeying their riders and reared, screaming their fear.

      “Get into the trees.” Alyx hurried the twins, panicked. “We’ve got a few seconds before they get their horses under control again.”

      Dawn hesitated. “We need to help Tarrick.”

      “Dawn, he’s one of them! We don’t have enough time.” Alyx was already moving away.

      “They might kill him if we leave him here,” she said, and Alyx slowed. As afraid as she was for herself, she found she couldn’t knowingly leave someone to die. Besides, if Tarrick woke, he might be able to help protect them with his power. Reluctantly, she turned back to help Dawn and Finn pull Tarrick to his feet. They ran as quickly as they could, struggling with Tarrick’s weight and almost colliding with Brynn as he came running towards them.

      “Did it work?” he panted.

      “You were the bear?” Dawn was first to catch on.

      Brynn nodded. “I couldn’t think of anything else to do. I ran because I thought they’d all follow me, but they didn’t, so I had to think of something else.”

      Swamped with a rush of gratitude, Alyx dropped Tarrick’s arm to hug Brynn tightly. “Brynn, you were fantastic!”

      “We need to hurry,” Finn’s voice was threaded with fear and urgency. “They’ll be after us any minute. Split up, that way they might not catch us all.”

      “Split up?” Alyx looked at him in horror.

      “Finn is right, it will make it harder for them to follow us. Make for DarkSkull as quickly as you can,” Dawn said.

      “What about Tarrick?” Brynn asked anxiously.

      The sound of his name roused the Zandian, and he pushed off their helping hands, almost falling again as he did so. “I’ll be fine. I can make it back on my own.”

      “You don’t look like you can—” Finn began but Tarrick cut him off.

      “I’ll be fine.”

      Alyx didn’t wait for any further assurances. She turned and ran, almost immediately plunging down an incline covered in thick snow. Her heart raced and her palms were slick with sweat. She knew her tracks were easily visible in the snow, and made for a thick copse of trees in the hopes that a horse couldn’t follow her in there. Glancing back, she saw the others scattering too, all heading in different directions.

      Concentrating too much on what was ahead, Alyx didn’t see the ground at her feet and tripped over a snow-covered log. She landed hard and the breath whooshed from her chest. It took a few minutes of gasping for air before the blackness faded from her vision, and by then the Shiven had found her.

      His horse appeared at the top of the rise, and he shouted in triumph and called Fengel before urging his horse down after her.

      Alyx scrambled to a sitting position, tried to stand, then fell again as a sharp pain flared in her ankle. She judged the distance to the trees, knew it was too far for her to make the distance before the Shiven reached her. She met his eyes as he approached, saw the bloodlust and hatred in them, knew he would be an enemy for life. He was going to kill her, and there was nothing she could do about it. She didn’t even know why.

      Alyx took a breath, tried to meet his approach bravely, but knew she was failing as terror welled in her chest and dried out her mouth.

      Then there was the sound of a galloping horse to her right. A rider cut across the open ground between Alyx and the approaching Shiven and halted in front of her in a whirl of snow. Her eyes widened as Ladan leaned down out of the saddle, grabbed her outstretched hand and hauled her up behind him.

      Without a word, he kicked his horse into a gallop away from Fengel and the Shiven. Alyx wrapped her arms tightly around his waist, looking back as the Shiven shouted in anger and urged his horse after them, Fengel close behind. Ladan’s horse was fresher, and faster, and soon they’d outdistanced their pursuers. Alyx almost sobbed with relief when they emerged from the woods and crossed the DarkSkull fields at a full gallop.

      He pulled the horse up in front of the main hall, mere yards from the well-lit entrance. When he didn’t say anything, Alyx slipped down from the saddle, stumbling as she tried to stand on shaky legs.

      “You saved my life,” she said quietly. “Thank you.”

      He was looking away from her, towards the doorway. When she spoke, he nodded once, sharply, then turned the horse and galloped away.
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      It was dark and bitterly cold by the time Brynn, Tarrick and the twins had all stumbled back to the main hall, shivering and exhausted to the bone. Alyx, in shock and terrified of the shadows, had waited out in the cold for them, too scared to go inside the dining hall in case Fengel had come back and was in there with the Shiven apprentice.

      After an exhausted series of relieved greetings that they’d all made it back safely, Brynn took them up to the healer’s wing, where Tarrick slumped onto a bed and was immediately hovered over by a healer mage. She took one look at their sodden, shivering appearances, then instructed them to sit and wait in the hall outside his room before going away to fetch Howell.

      Alyx, Brynn, and the twins were sitting silently on a hard bench along the wall when Howell appeared with the healer, glanced briefly at them, and then rushed past into Tarrick’s room.

      “Why did they fetch Howell? Why not Tarrick’s master?” Finn said curiously.

      “I am too cold to care right now,” Dawn said, teeth chattering.

      Alyx, feeling just as miserable and wanting nothing but a warm bed and a long uninterrupted sleep, couldn’t even summon the energy to respond.

      A moment later a second healer mage reappeared, inspected each of them carefully, then sent them in turns to a nearby room to change into dry clothes and wrap a blanket around themselves. Once they were done, he asked them to wait. Apparently Howell wanted to speak with them.

      Nearly an hour later, Howell reappeared. By then all four of them were wondering if the length of time meant something was seriously wrong with Tarrick. Alyx found her eyes fixed on the room’s doorway, waiting for Howell or someone else to appear. When he finally did, he looked his usual cheerful self, and she relaxed a little.

      “Tarrick is going to be fine,” he told them. “He just overextended himself. Breaking out sometimes causes this. After a few days’ bed rest, he’ll be as good as new. What happened?”

      Finn went through the story, with Dawn and Brynn adding bits he forgot. Throughout it all, Howell’s placid expression didn’t change at all. Finally, they related separately how they’d made it back to DarkSkull. Brynn and the twins looked shocked when Alyx related her tale of being chased, then rescued by Ladan.

      “Next time make sure you have your staffs with you, don’t leave them with the horses,” Howell said when they stumbled to a halt. “Fengel and his friends are bullies, there’s no kinder way of putting it. Even so, the use of magic against other students is strictly forbidden and he’ll be severely reprimanded, you can be assured of that.”

      Alyx shook her head. “The Shiven apprentice wanted to kill us, sir. Fengel called him Galien.”

      Howell hesitated a moment before replying. “I know you’ve all been through a scary experience, but students at DarkSkull don’t go around killing other students. I’m sure Galien was just trying to scare you. He’s the most powerful student here at DarkSkull and he likes to flaunt that.”

      “He was going to kill me,” Alyx said stubbornly.

      “Alyx—”

      “Why does he hate us so much?” she interrupted.

      Howell shrugged slightly. “If I were to venture a guess, I’d say it was because he was orphaned as a small boy, his father killed in a skirmish on the Rionnan border, his mother dying soon after from illness. He was raised by the Mage Council, but he’s never forgotten how his father died.”

      “Even if that’s true, I still don’t understand why he wants to kill me.”

      “DarkSkull Hall is a school, not a battlefield. While the masters ensure students learn the toughness they need to succeed as mages, we don’t condone murder,” he said pointedly. “The bullying you’ll have to learn to deal with.”

      “But sir…” Finn began to speak but was cut off at a gesture from Howell.

      “It’s very late, and I’m in no mood to answer more questions,” he said. “Tomorrow morning after sparring, you’ll need to go and collect your horses. Right now you should all get some sleep.”

      

      They walked in silence back to the buildings that housed the male and female dormitories. The four of them lingered together by the doorway, not wanting to separate.

      “It doesn’t matter what Master Howell said. We’re not going to be safe here, are we?” Brynn spoke into the silence.

      “No,” Alyx said bleakly, remembering the look on Galien’s face. Howell was completely and utterly wrong; she could feel it in her bones. “We’re not.”

      “I’m sorry, this is my fault.”

      “No.” Alyx sighed. “It was clear that Galien was after me, if not the twins as well, because we’re Rionnan. It wasn’t you, Brynn.”

      “Stay together,” Finn told Alyx and Dawn before hugging his sister goodnight.

      “You too,” she told him. “You and Brynn keep close.”

      “Oh we will.” Brynn smiled. “Sleep well.”

      “I’m pretty sure I won’t,” Dawn replied.

      The only way Alyx could get to sleep that night was to wrap her mind in images and memories of Cayr, and imagine his arms holding her tight and keeping her safe.

      

      They missed breakfast the next morning but were just in time for Rothai’s class. Daylight had dispelled some of the fear from the previous night, but Alyx could tell she wasn’t the only one to feel a jolt of fear at the sight of Fengel and Galien on the other side of the yard.

      “Tarrick must still be in the healer’s wing,” Finn murmured.

      “Stop standing about and join your partners!” Rothai barked at them.

      Both Fengel and Galien looked up at Rothai’s shout, and the Shiven’s eyes went straight to Alyx. She shivered at the intensity in his gaze and irrationally wondered how Dashan’s Shiven eyes could be so merry and warm, when Galien’s were as cold as a deep winter’s day.

      “Come on.” Brynn tugged her arm.

      Alyx reluctantly limped over to where Jrui waited for her. Her ankle had stiffened overnight, and she wasn’t going to be able to move quickly when Jrui attacked.

      She was contemplating just how painful this sparring session would be when Howell appeared at the gate. He spoke briefly to Rothai, who subsequently dismissed Alyx, Brynn, and the twins to go with their master.

      She could feel Galien’s eyes on her as she walked out of the yard. At the gate, she steeled herself and looked back, but Galien and Fengel were with Rothai, focusing on something the master was telling them.

      “You look awful.” Howell eyed them. “I suppose you missed breakfast again?”

      “Yes, sir,” Finn replied.

      “Go and get something to eat, then fetch your horses. I’m sure they haven’t gone far,” he said. “Tell the kitchen I gave you permission. Once your horses are settled in the barn, you are excused from classes for today.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Dawn brightened.

      “Initiates?” Howell said as they began to walk off.

      “Sir?” Finn asked.

      “As your master I am responsible for you during your time at DarkSkull. There are times I will choose to leave you to solve your own problems, but I am someone you can come to when you need help. Understand?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He gave them each a searching look. “Good. Off you go then.”

      

      Fortunately, their horses had banded together and travelled most of the way back to the grounds of DarkSkull Hall by themselves, appearing none the worse for wear. By lunchtime they’d returned the horses to their stalls and finished grooming and feeding them.

      Alyx spent most of the afternoon catching up on lost sleep, and was woken by Dawn before dinner. As she lined up for her food, she caught sight of Fengel back in the kitchens, working on scrubbing a large stack of dirty pots. As if sensing her stare, he glanced up, the look of hatred on his face almost scorching her. Hurriedly she looked down, keeping her eyes on the floor until she’d been served and could move away.

      The four of them had barely sat down when Tarrick appeared, placed his bowl on the wooden tabletop and took a seat beside Brynn. Alyx, Brynn, and the twins looked at each other in puzzlement.

      “The healers released you?” Brynn asked.

      “Yes. I’m fine,” Tarrick said shortly, biting into his bread without looking them.

      “I think you sat down at the wrong table,” Finn ventured.

      Tarrick shrugged. “No, I’ve got the right table. It’s either this or sitting on my own.”

      “Then maybe you should sit on your own,” Alyx said pointedly.

      “Alyx!” Dawn protested.

      “What? He might have drawn the line at helping them kill us, but he was with Fengel and Galien yesterday. He knew they were going to ‘mess with us’ and he willingly joined them,” Alyx said.

      Tarrick’s eyes were on his bowl as he responded. “I thought they were just heading up there to scare you. I didn’t realise Galien... well, anyway. In this place you’re either with Fengel and Galien or you’re against them. When I tried to stop them yesterday, they decided I must be against them.”

      “Galien seemed very fixated on Alyx,” Finn noted.

      Tarrick nodded. “I don’t know what you did to upset him, Lady Egalion, but he’s a mage of the higher order. My advice is to steer clear of him, and Fengel too.”

      Alyx wondered what a mage of the higher order was—Howell had called Casovar one too—but didn’t want to highlight her ignorance by asking.

      “Alyx is right,” Brynn spoke. “You were more than willing to help them bully us yesterday, and now suddenly you want to sit at our table. How do we know this isn’t some sick joke you and your friends have cooked up?”

      Tarrick shifted uncomfortably in his chair and stared down at his stew. When he spoke, his voice was clipped, as if he felt awkward. “If you’d left me behind yesterday... I don’t know what would have happened. You didn’t have to drag me out of there, but you did.”

      “Oh, so it’s a duty thing.” Finn nodded.

      “It’s my honour,” Tarrick said fiercely, looking up.

      Alyx considered that. She wasn’t sure they could trust Tarrick, but he could at least use his mage power, and it would be better having him with them than against them. “It’s not like we can stop you sitting with us,” she said eventually.

      Dawn gave Alyx an irritated glance. “You have no obligation to us, Tarrick.”

      “I spoke to Master Howell today and requested to join your initiate group. My old master agreed with the request and so it’s settled,” Tarrick continued, ignoring Dawn, then suddenly smiled, white teeth flashing. “Did you see Fengel back in the kitchens? He’s on dishes duty for a full month for using magic against me. He’s also banned for a month from leaving the grounds during his spare time like the other apprentices.”

      “What about Galien?” Brynn asked indignantly.

      “Fengel and the others covered for him.” Tarrick shrugged. “Galien is the masters’ prize student. He’d have to do a lot wrong to get any punishment.”

      They ate silently for a while, all of them hungry as usual. Alyx was finishing her bowl when the older apprentice from their mapping class appeared, clapping Tarrick on the shoulder in a friendly manner.

      “I’m sorry it’s come to this, my friend.”

      “It’s fine, Adahn.”

      Adahn leaned down, dropping his voice. “I’m as aware as you are that Galien isn’t exactly the wonderful future star the masters believe him to be, and I respect what you did. I won’t go against him, though. I’m in my last year and I want a long and illustrious career with the council. Galien is the future, and I need to be mindful of that.”

      “I get it,” Tarrick said tersely. “There’s no need to explain.”

      “All right then, I just wanted you to know. You need anything down the track, come look me up,” Adahn shook Tarrick’s hand.

      “I’ll be fine.”

      Adahn smiled. “Of course. Good luck.”

      Alyx watched as Adahn returned to the centre table, sharing a few words with Galien as he sat opposite him. The Shiven glanced over at Alyx with a look of contempt. Adahn said something else and Galien smiled, his attention turning to Oscar as he shared the joke.

      “I spoke to Madame Grange today, Finn.” Brynn changed the subject. “If you want a roommate, you’ve got one.”

      “Really?” Finn looked delighted.

      “How did you manage to get permission from Madame Grange?” Dawn was astonished.

      “Even evil tyrants can be charmed,” Brynn said. “I’ve been working on her for weeks.”

      Alyx was secretly impressed. She’d tried asking Grange for an extra blanket once and received only a lengthy lecture on how DarkSkull wasn’t interested in providing the luxurious comforts of a noble bedroom. Even Dawn had had her polite request for extra boot polish flatly denied.

      “Great,” Finn said. “Bring your stuff up tonight.”

      “Sure. Let’s do it now.”

      Alyx and Dawn rose with them; since the day before they still preferred to cling together as much as possible.

      “I’m still eating,” Tarrick complained, waving at his nearly empty bowl of stew.

      “You don’t have to come with us,” Brynn said.

      “What? And sit here alone looking even more pathetic?” Tarrick pushed the bowl aside and rose too. “Besides, you’re both kind of scrawny. You might need help lifting Brynn’s stuff into Finn’s room.”

      “I can’t decide whether that was a nice offer or an insult,” Brynn whispered as Tarrick strode through the dining hall ahead of them.

      “I think you’ll find it was both,” Alyx commented.

      Once outside their dormitory building, Alyx and Dawn parted from the other three and went inside, heading up to their room.

      “I don’t know whether being noble-born prepares you any better for this, but after last night I’ve been in a constant state of fear,” Dawn said as they changed. “I kept jumping every time I saw Fengel or Galien look at me today.”

      Alyx wasn’t sure how to respond to that, but settled for, “I’m a sixteen-year-old girl too. I think almost getting killed probably affects us the same way.”

      Dawn looked up. “Oh. I was hoping you’d have some wonderful words of wisdom that would make me feel better.”

      “Being rich and noble doesn’t mean being perfect,” Alyx said, irritated. “My life might be a bubble, as you put it, but I’m here just like you are.”

      “I’m sorry, Alyx, I didn’t intend to be mean,” she said softly. “It’s just that from a distance, your life does seem perfect.”

      Alyx sighed. “I’m just saying that I’m still human.”

      “I understand.” Dawn blew out the lamp so that both girls could crawl under the covers. Despite her tiredness, Alyx stayed awake a little longer, thinking.

      Her feelings had undergone a confusing shift since the previous day’s incident. Aside from Cayr, and her prickly relationship with Dashan, Alyx had many friends in Rionn. They were mostly girls of her own age, daughters of the nobility. She spent time with them, giggled and gossiped with them, shopped for dresses with them. Cayr was the only one she really talked to though, the one she discussed important things with. She knew had he been there the day before, he would have stayed to protect her. And that’s what Brynn, the twins, and even Tarrick had done. Despite the differences between them, despite the fact they would probably have never met if Lord-Mage Casovar hadn’t sent them to DarkSkull, they had stood by each other in the most terrifying moment of Alyx’s life.

      Did that make them her friends? They were definitely more than what she had with the girls of the Rionnan court. Alyx knew if they’d been confronted with the situation she’d faced yesterday, there was a good chance those girls would have run screaming and not even given her a second thought.

      “Dawn?” she spoke softly into the darkness.

      “Mmm?” The girl sounded sleepy, but still awake.

      “I’m really glad I’m here with you and Finn. And I’m glad that Brynn has joined our group too.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Finn can be irritating, but he’s very smart and he makes me laugh.”

      “Funny, that’s the way I think about him too.”

      “And Brynn is nosy and overly direct, but he’s really nice.”

      “Agreed.” Dawn yawned.

      “Do you think we can trust Tarrick?”

      “I think his honour is very important to him. It must be hard for him too, to be shunned by the people he belongs with. It doesn’t make what he did right, but I think we should give him a chance.”

      Silence fell as Alyx mulled that. Eventually she turned over, glancing across the dark room.

      “I don’t know how I would cope here without sharing this room with you, Dawn,” Alyx admitted quietly.

      “It’s strange to think we were both so irritated about having to share a room when we first got here,” Dawn said sleepily. “But I feel the same way.”

      “Night, Dawn.”

      “Night, Alyx.
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      With Tarrick’s mage powers having broken out during Galien’s attack, they all began attending two-hour sessions every Seventhday morning with Howell, who had also pronounced Dawn ready to train. As soon as they’d described to Howell the way Dawn had warned them of Galien and Fengel’s approach that night, he’d lit up with glee and told her she was lucky enough to have a very special ability.

      Dawn was a telepath.

      Even Tarrick had perked up at that piece of news. Being a telepath meant Dawn was no lesser mage like Brynn, and Howell told them Dawn’s ability to also sense the emotions behind the voices she heard meant she could become a powerful one.

      “We haven’t seen a telepath mage to rival Master Romas’ power since Master Tobias died ten years ago,” Howell said. “It’s a rare ability amongst mages.”

      Finn and Alyx came along to the lessons to observe. Finn usually brought notes from their classes and spent the time poring over them. Alyx, not wanting to study for a second more than she had to, spent the time trying to avoid utter boredom and daydreaming about the things she would do when she went home. Cayr featured frequently in these dreams; she missed him terribly.

      As far as Alyx could tell, Howell’s teaching was slow and haphazard. He set complex exercises for his initiates that they found difficult to complete. When Tarrick complained once, Howell simply smiled and said that a mage needed to be in complete control of his or her magic.

      “Blowing things up is not a sign of control,” he added, shifting in his comfortable chair.

      “If it’s so important, why are we only spending two hours a week learning magic?” Tarrick muttered.

      “Don’t worry, you’ll get plenty of opportunity to learn about your magic,” Howell said happily. “You’ll be here for at least four years, don’t forget. The first year is more about settling into the rhythm of student life, and learning the fundamentals of education you’ll need once you do learn your magic and become a fully-fledged mage.”

      “How does one become a fully-fledged mage?” Dawn asked.

      “Much like the Taliath did. You undergo a trial of magic and spirit.”

      “What happens in the trial?” Finn looked up from his books, intrigued.

      “That is something you will find out when you are ready to become a mage.” Howell stroked his beard thoughtfully. “Which is a long time off. Tarrick, control! How many times do I have to say it?”

      “Sir?” Dawn asked hesitantly. “Can you tell us more about what mages do once they pass the trials?”

      “You really are innocents, aren’t you? The answer is varied. Most mages choose to work for the Mage Council. Those that don’t usually work directly for their kings, or emperor, in the case of Tarrick’s brothers.”

      “There’s no higher honour for a Zandian than serving the emperor,” Tarrick said.

      “What do council mages do?” Finn asked.

      “Some become warrior mages, like Master Rothai. They travel a lot, trying to curtail the activities of robber bands or acting as bodyguards or such like. Those who have healing magic become healers, some live like nomads and travel all over. Others stay in one place and assist their local region. There are many that choose to teach, and even one or two spies.”

      “How does the council decide where to send mages?” Finn asked.

      “They receive requests from kings, or merchants or groups. Sometimes even individuals.”

      “And how do they decide which requests to accede to?”

      “Well, the council is paid for its services, of course, but that’s why we have a council, to weigh each request and decide on its merits. The decision will always be made in favour of a task that has the most benefit for the region or community involved.”

      Finn frowned. “But what if a certain country asked the council for warrior mages to attack another country?”

      “The council doesn’t intervene in territorial disputes.” Howell sighed. “And that is enough questions from you today. This is a magic class, and you are not yet a participant.”

      Alyx felt useless during these two hours, though she was nonetheless curious to see mage power in use, even in small amounts. After the sessions, they would trudge off to groom and exercise the horses in their remaining free time before lunch. In his self-imposed role as protector, Tarrick usually went with them when they exercised their horses, or when leaving the safety of the main hall, classrooms, or dormitories. On the one occasion Finn and Brynn went for a walk after dinner without telling Tarrick, he was furious with them both.

      Apart from this, Tarrick fit oddly with their group. Though only an initiate, he was far more familiar with magic than any of them, and clearly wasn’t comfortable spending all his time with innocents who didn’t come from a rich mage culture and tradition. Still, he never said anything about how he felt, and stuck diligently by them. He generally stayed quiet when they conversed together though, and didn’t make a huge effort to get to know them or become more a part of the group.

      Alyx understood this; she felt very much the same way. She felt so out of place at DarkSkull sometimes that not even Dawn’s gentle support could lighten the despair she felt.

      

      “Alyx?”

      She glanced up at Finn’s voice, startled from her daydream about walking with Cayr along the docks. Not far away, Tarrick, Dawn and Brynn were focusing intently on something Howell was trying to teach them. “Yes?”

      “Want to go over the formulas from Master Dirrion’s class yesterday? I noticed you were struggling with them.”

      Alyx sighed and shifted closer to him. She didn’t imagine the formulas would be any less boring with Finn explaining them to her, but failing classes meant not keeping her promise to her father. And that risked being sent back to DarkSkull for a second year.

      “Thanks, Finn. That would be great.”

      Finn was better at explaining than Dirrion, but Alyx found her attention wandering a short time later. Her gaze focused on two initiates who’d entered the far end of the room to empty out the charcoal from the unlit fireplace. It was one of many duties issued to those who’d infracted the rules somehow. Alyx vaguely recognised them as students in her mapping and languages classes. As with the other initiates though, they steered well clear of the Rionnans once it became clear how Galien and Fengel felt about them.

      “Finn?”

      “Yes?”

      “Why do you think the DarkSkull Masters care so much about us having perfectly clean rooms and obeying the most minor of rules, when they don’t seem to care if initiates get bullied to the degree Brynn was?”

      Finn looked up from the page of formulas he’d been teaching her, a thoughtful expression on his face. “I’m not sure. If I had to guess, I’d say they don’t so much care that we have spotless rooms or neat attire, but that we demonstrate we can follow their rules without complaint. At the same time, they don’t want mages who need help every time they find themselves in a bad situation. Howell himself said that we needed to learn to manage Fengel’s bullying for ourselves.”

      “So they don’t want mages that are weak or unable to be self-sufficient, and they don’t want mages who can’t follow strict orders,” she murmured, mostly to herself.

      “That sounds about right. There’s a limit though, obviously. They presumably don’t want dead mages either, hence Fengel’s punishment for using magic against Tarrick.”

      Something niggled at Alyx about that, but her attention was drawn by the movement of Howell and the others as their class finished. Finn packed up his books and he and Alyx were rising to their feet as Dawn, Brynn and Tarrick approached.

      “I’m headed to the library,” Finn said. “Master Prajana’s lesson on Zandian verbs yesterday made little sense to me so I’m hoping there’s a book that will help.”

      Dawn groaned. “I need to try and catch up with the work from yesterday’s class too. I know Prajana isn’t going to give us a chance to go over it again tomorrow.”

      “All right, study time.” Brynn sighed.

      “In that case, we’re both going too, Alyx,” Tarrick said.

      Alyx nodded, resigned to a boring afternoon of sitting in the library studying. At least it would be warm in there.

      

      Despite their studying, Alyx once again struggled during Prajana’s class the following day. She paid close attention for the first half of the class, a throbbing ache taking up residence in her head. Studies had never been so challenging before, and she was unsure how to deal with it. Tempted to give up entirely, she forced herself to hold onto the knowledge that if she could somehow scrape through, she’d be able to go home to Cayr and the rest of her life with him.

      Prajana was demonstrating how to construct a basic Shiven sentence when Alyx’s bored gaze fell on the doorway and she spotted a group of students passing by. One of them was Galien, and when his gaze caught hers, he stopped, a slight smile flickering over his face. A chill ran down Alyx’s spine, and she tore her gaze away from his. Everybody else in the class was focused on the front, watching Prajana, and when Alyx turned back to the door, Galien was still standing there.

      She swallowed, watching as a cold smile spread across his face. A moment later, she saw her quill rise into the air over her parchment. When she tried to move her hand to grab it, she couldn’t; her arm felt like it was in an invisible vice, held down firmly against the table. Alyx sucked in a breath, tried harder to move her arm, but failed.

      Beside her, Madgena noticed Alyx’s frantic movements and frowned, her gaze following Alyx’s to the door. When she saw Galien standing there, she hurriedly looked back towards the front of the class and ignored Alyx. The quill hovering in the air before Alyx moved, slowly drifting over her frozen hand. When she tried to move her left hand to grab the quill, she found it, too, was frozen.

      Panic was like a ball in her chest. She opened her mouth, feeling desperate enough to call for Prajana’s attention, but then her throat was frozen too. Prajana was facing a board at the top of the room, her gaze turned away from both Alyx and the door.

      Alyx could do nothing but watch as the quill moved inexorably towards her right hand, its tip first pressing lightly into her skin before digging in harder. Tears of pain welled in her eyes, and soon the quill dug hard enough to draw a bright red bead of blood. Galien watched her, triumph and hate reflecting from those dark eyes.

      Desperate, Alyx lashed out with her booted foot, kicking the leg of her desk hard. Everyone in the room jumped and Prajana turned to her with a glare.

      “Initiate Egalion. What do you think you’re doing?”

      “I was…” Alyx looked at the doorway, but Galien had vanished. The quill had dropped back to her desk, the only evidence of what had happened was a line of blood along the back of her right hand. “I’m sorry.”

      “You’ll stay back after class and write this sentence, as well as three different versions of it, until you’ve filled three pages,” Prajana said crisply. “Now, as I was saying.”

      Alyx caught the worried glances from Brynn and the twins as they went back to their work but could do nothing except shake her head, not wanting to get them in trouble as well. Her hand stung, but at least Galien had gone.

      

      Autumn became winter at DarkSkull. Alyx had thought it cold and desolate when she’d first arrived, but the weather only became colder and gloomier as the weeks passed.

      Exercising the horses as the weather worsened was never a pleasant task. They were reluctant to venture out into snow or rain or gusting winds, and often played up. Their riders weren’t too enthused about sitting on a horse’s back while the snow sleeted around them, or the gusting icy winds dug deep into their thick cloaks and scarves either.

      Alyx fell often from Tingo’s back when he took exception to something, which happened frequently. He could be a moody stallion and he understood very clearly that his rider didn’t have the strength or skill to control him properly. He challenged her constantly, and with fingers always sprained and aching from sparring classes and her general lack of strength, Alyx struggled to hold him in or direct him.

      Tarrick was bigger, stronger, and had apparently been riding difficult horses since he was a child, so he had no problems at all. Brynn and Dawn had milder horses, and so their lack of strength wasn’t as much of an issue; they seemed to be getting the hang of things slowly, but Finn struggled as much as Alyx.

      The physical training they had three days a week warmed them, but Alyx struggled to learn with Jrui, who refused to give her any quarter. Alyx learned little in these classes except how to desperately avoid powerful blows and cope with painful bruising and the chafing of her palms from the uneven surface of her staff.

      Then there was Galien.

      Tarrick had told them that Galien was in the second to last year of his mage training, with Rothai as his master. Rothai was the master of a group of five apprentices in their third year, including Galien and Fengel. Oscar and Tarran were also in Rothai’s group, as well as a fire mage named Parja. All five were tall, strong young men with powerful mage talents, and it was generally expected they would be warrior mages once they’d passed their trials.

      Every time Galien’s gaze fell on her, fear curled in Alyx’s chest; there was such malice in those piercing eyes. After the incident in Prajana’s class, Alyx had taken to finding seats in each classroom that could not be seen from the doorway in case he happened by again.

      There was no doubt in Alyx’s mind that Galien meant her harm, despite what Howell and the masters believed, and both she and the twins felt it deeply. They had no real way to defend themselves, and always at the back of their minds hovered the fear of being caught alone like that day in the woods.

      Alyx was the first to suffer the night terror, and when she awoke with a scream, gasping with fear, Dawn came across to crawl into bed with her and hold her tightly. When Dawn suffered from the same thing two weeks later, Alyx crept out of bed and crawled in with her.

      In her darkest hours, Alyx sometimes wondered if she would ever make it home to Cayr and her father.
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      “This is what happens when you grow up having servants to clean your shoes and clothes for you,” Dawn joked, mimicking Grange’s voice perfectly. “Spoiled brat that you are, Initiate Egalion.”

      Alyx laughed, then tried her own imitation. “It’s just not good enough. The whole of DarkSkull Hall could crash down around our ears because of that one speck of mud.”

      Giggling, Dawn pushed open their door. The two of them were returning to their bitterly cold room after two hours spent scrubbing dishes in the kitchen. Their punishment had been a result of Madame Grange finding one of Alyx’s boots not cleaned properly when she’d done her weekly inspection. Of course, there had only been a tiny speck of dirt in the sole of the boot—the rest had been polished and shiny—but that was enough for Grange to issue dishes duty to both of them. Alyx hadn’t dared protest the injustice of Dawn also being punished for fear it would lead to more punishment.

      Exhausted as always at the end of every day, Alyx shrugged off her cloak and balanced against the stone wall as she yanked off her boots. Then, hopping around on the icy floor in bare feet, she changed into her nightgown. Shivering, she reached down to pull back the covers on her bed and jump in.

      “Wait!” Dawn suddenly cried out.

      “What?”

      “I heard something.” She frowned. “Hissing, I think. From your bed.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “No, but be careful, Alyx.”

      Alyx thought a moment. “How about you pull back the covers slowly, and I’ll be ready with my dagger in case there’s something in there?”

      Dawn reached down and gripped the edge of the quilt, standing back as far as she could while she pulled it back. This time Alyx heard the faint hissing sound too, just before the pulled-back covers revealed a large, blue-coloured spider. Two hairy forelegs waved about in the air and then it jumped straight at Alyx.

      She shrieked and stumbled backwards, losing her grip on the dagger. The spider landed on the floor inches from her boots. Dawn lunged forward and tried to stamp on it, but it hissed again and jumped out of the way, landing on the wall. Alyx stepped aside, grabbed her staff from where it leaned against her bed, and swung the thing as hard as she could at the spider. This time it moved too late, and Alyx’s staff turned it into a pulpy mess on the wall. Making a face, she used the edge of her quilt to wipe off the end of her staff.

      “How much do you want to bet that thing was venomous?” Dawn asked shakily.

      “I want to know how it ended up in my bed.”

      “You think it was Galien?”

      “I think we’d best search through your bed covers as well.” Alyx had started trembling and couldn’t stop.

      “I don’t want to look. I don’t know how much longer I can deal with this.” Dawn sagged against the wall, eyeing her bed in fear.

      Somehow, Dawn’s despair prevented Alyx from sharing that she felt the same fear—this time she needed to be the strong one. “We’ll be okay, Dawn.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “No.” Alyx hefted her stave. “But you might have just saved my life. That’s something. One day at a time, Dawn, we’ll cope one day at a time.”

      “Do you really think Galien put the spider in your bed?”

      “It’s possible,” Alyx said. “But it’s also possible I’m being paranoid. I’m sure there are plenty of spiders around this place, and Galien wouldn’t risk getting caught sneaking into the female dormitory lightly.”

      “I don’t want to die, Alyx.”

      She had no response to that.

      

      Alyx stared at herself in the cracked mirror, dazed from tiredness. Her hair hung down her neck in a braid, something she’d learned to do for convenience since arriving at DarkSkull. Her dark green eyes looked prominent in a pale face with deep purple shadows under her eyes. Her cheekbones stood out more than they ever had. After dropping into bed in pure exhaustion every night, most mornings they still didn’t manage to wake in time for dawn breakfast. She’d lost weight, and it was evident in her skinny frame.

      Familiar depression crawled through her at the knowledge only three months had passed. Sometimes it hung so heavily over Alyx that she had to fight back tears. There were days when it took everything she had just to get out of bed. At those times, Dawn and Finn’s stalwart acceptance of their life at DarkSkull and Brynn’s endless good humour grated on Alyx and made her feel even more apart from them. None of them shared her desperate desire to be home, or her apathy with their studies. They didn’t miss Cayr and their fathers so much that it physically hurt.

      With the depression had come a tiny kindling of resentment toward her father. Her whole life, he’d been loving and supportive. How could he have sent her to this place? Alyx tried to ignore it, told herself he’d had no choice when the king commanded it, but that only deepened her misery. The realisation that her father wasn’t the omnipotent protector she’d always seen him as was another cold shock to her system, just another in a series of confronting realities Alyx had faced since leaving home. Her father couldn’t save her from everything.

      “Come on, Alyx,” Dawn shouted through the communal bathing room door. “We’ll be late for Master Howell!”

      Alyx squared her shoulders and inhaled deeply, summoning the energy and will to walk out and deal with another day at DarkSkull.

      “Coming!” she called back a moment later, before throwing her robe over her shoulders and jogging out.

      

      That morning, Howell had Alyx, Finn, Brynn, and Tarrick stand in a semi-circle before Dawn. He then gave each of them a card with a picture on it, after gently covering Dawn’s eyes with a blindfold.

      “We know you’ve been able to sense the thoughts of those that mean you harm,” Howell said. “As a telepath, what you should be able to do is hear everyone around you, whenever you want. Your friends are each holding a card with a picture on it. Starting with Tarrick, I want you to concentrate on his thoughts and tell me what is on his card. Understand?”

      “Yes.” Dawn nodded.

      “Tarrick, please focus all of your attention on that picture. Dawn needs you to be nice and loud with that one single thought so she can pick you up.”

      “I can do that.”

      Tarrick frowned slightly as he peered down at his card. Dawn took a deep breath, a similar look of concentration on her face.

      “I can’t…” She frowned harder, shaking her head. “I don’t know… are you looking at a ball?”

      “Close.” Tarrick smiled. “An apple.”

      “Try again,” Howell said. “Finn, think carefully on your picture please.”

      Once again Dawn concentrated, taking deep breaths. “A tree?”

      “A rose,” Finn said.

      Dawn took a little bit longer on Brynn’s picture, but still didn’t make an accurate guess, even though it was close.

      When it was her turn, Alyx glanced down at her picture of a house, and thought as clearly as she could about the image.

      “You’re looking at a house,” Dawn said. “A brown house with smoke coming out of the chimney. The sky is blue, and there are red flowers near the door.”

      All of them looked up in surprise as Alyx showed them the image of the brown house with curls of smoke coming out of the chimney.

      “Well done, Dawn,” Howell said, though he was looking inscrutably at Alyx when he spoke.

      “Will Dawn really be able to read our thoughts when she’s fully trained?” Alyx asked, not entirely comfortable with that.

      Dawn seemed equally uncomfortable. “I don’t like that idea much.”

      “You will always have the choice of whether to read another’s thoughts, Dawn,” Howell said. “And mages can learn to shield their thoughts so that telepaths can’t get in. It’s not infallible, of course, but I will teach you all how.”

      “Now?” Tarrick asked, always eager to learn something new.

      “I think that will do for this morning. There’s something else I want to discuss with you before class is over. Could you all come and sit around me please?”

      They clustered together in a spacious window seat with Howell pulling up a wooden chair opposite them. Alyx sat scrunched against the window, for a moment transfixed by the snowflakes drifting through the air outside.

      “I’d like to talk about the situation of mages in general. I know you’ve been learning languages and map-reading and that sort of thing, but none of that deals with mages in particular,” Howell said.

      Tarrick scowled, clearly disappointed they weren’t going to be learning anything new. “Can I be excused, sir? I think I know everything there is to know about mages.”

      “You will remain, Initiate Tylender. I can assure you that there are some things that you most certainly do not know.”

      “Yes, sir,” Tarrick muttered.

      “We mages are being hunted,” Howell said bluntly.

      Tarrick looked up, startled. “That, I did not know.”

      Everyone laughed, dispelling some of the tension Howell had created.

      “My family would have told me if that was true,” Tarrick said indignantly when the laughter died down.

      “It started about eight years ago.” Howell ignored him. “Mages began inexplicably vanishing, never returning from missions. The disappearances were random and infrequent. It took some time for the council to realise what was happening, but the situation has grown worse over time. In the last year, six mages were killed.”

      “Killed, or disappeared?” Finn asked.

      “Good distinction,” Howell approved. “Disappeared, technically, but none of the mages who have vanished have ever been found, so we assume they are dead.”

      “Who is going around killing, or disappearing, mages?” Brynn asked.

      Alyx stifled the sigh that built in her—it wasn’t enough that students at DarkSkull wanted to hurt her, now someone was out to get mages as well?

      “We don’t know. All investigations into the disappearances have turned up nothing. In one or two instances, those hunting the missing mages disappeared too.”

      “Mages disappearing without a trace. That’s a comforting thought.” Dawn looked at Alyx, who nodded agreement. She wondered if Lord-Mage Casovar had known this when he’d sent her to DarkSkull, and decided that he must know. He was a powerful mage, after all. Then she wondered if her father had known and felt a lurch of betrayal. Surely he wouldn’t have sent her to be a mage if he had? That was quickly followed by another thought—could the mage disappearances be linked to the fact her father had been unable to find any Taliath?

      “You look like you’re thinking awfully hard there, young Alyx,” Howell said.

      She started at the sound of her name. “I was just wondering, sir. Could whoever is hunting mages be the reason the Taliath seem to have vanished too?” She didn’t want to reveal her father’s confidential mission, but was curious what Howell knew.

      “You mean are they hunting Taliath as well?” Finn said.

      Howell glanced between them. “It is something the council has considered. Now, I tell you this in some part to explain why the learning environment here is so tough. We need trained mages who can function while in danger, who won’t crumple under pressure. Students who can’t cope with their first year here are sent home, because they’ll be useless to us in the future.”

      “Us? As in the council?” Finn asked shrewdly.

      “Galien wants to kill us, and he’ll try again if he gets the opportunity,” Brynn said before Howell could reply, his voice uncharacteristically angry. “I would have thought live mages were far better than dead ones.”

      “Initiates, I understand that Galien scares you,” Howell said patiently. “You are right to be wary of him, but there are five of you sitting here before me, all with enough brains and potential to protect yourselves from a few apprentices.”

      “You don’t believe us,” Alyx challenged him.

      “I believe that Galien threatened you, but he would never cross that line. No student here would. The masters tolerate bullying to a point – it allows us to see how students deal with adversity – but your lives are protected here. I promise you that.”

      “You’re wrong.”

      “That’s enough of that tone, Alyx,” Howell chided.

      “Sir, that day up on the wall....” Tarrick hesitated. “Galien and Fengel wanted to hurt Alyx. That’s why I tried to stop them.”

      Howell sighed. “I already spoke to Master Rothai about their conduct that afternoon. You can be assured their behaviour was adequately addressed by their master. It won’t happen again.”

      “That won’t stop Galien,” Alyx pushed.

      “Alyx—”

      “Initiates have died here before, haven’t they?” she asked. “Galien said they had; he said they could make it look like an accident.”

      “Alyx, enough!” Howell turned to her with an exasperated sigh. “Of course accidents happen, to apprentices as well, but it’s extremely rare for a student to die here.”

      Brynn and Finn shared a dubious look, and Alyx felt like crying. She didn’t want to spend the next five or so months of her life trying to stay alive. She wanted to go home. This time she rolled her eyes at her own thoughts; she was starting to sound boringly repetitive.

      “If Galien does try to hurt you again, you’ll have me to protect you,” Tarrick said with a trace of his usual arrogance.

      “That’s nice and all, Tarrick,” Brynn said. “But you didn’t exactly stop Galien and Fengel that day in the woods.”

      “I did a damn sight better than you did, lesser mage,” Tarrick snapped.

      “We’re not saying that you’re not more skilled and powerful than all of us combined,” Brynn countered. “But you can’t protect us single-handedly, not against better-trained apprentices.”

      “Being a powerful mage is not about what type of power you have or how strong you are in that power,” Howell intervened. “It’s about brains, strategic thinking, self-control, and self-awareness.”

      “Yes, sir,” Tarrick said.

      “If you truly understood that, Initiate Tylender, you would stop making differentiations between supposed lesser mages and yourself,” Howell said pointedly.

      “Yes, sir,” he muttered.

      Howell’s chair screeched as he stood. “That will be all for today. You’d best go tend to your horses before lunch.”

      The five of them were silent as they watched Howell leave the hall.

      “Mages are being hunted,” Brynn imitated Howell’s voice perfectly. “More are being killed every year. Oh, time to go. Have a nice day.”

      Finn and Dawn snickered. Tarrick rolled his eyes.

      “You innocents really know nothing, do you?”

      “You said you didn’t know anything about it either!” Dawn said.

      “Well, I certainly knew—”

      “Shut up, Sir Tylender, ‘I’m strong and powerful enough to handle anything,” Finn snapped. “You just told Howell you hadn’t heard about the disappearances.”

      “I told him I hadn’t heard they were being hunted,” Tarrick said. “I’d heard about some mages going missing.”

      “I hadn’t heard about any of it before coming here,” Brynn said in support of Finn.

      “Surrounded by innocents.” Tarrick rolled his eyes again before jumping to his feet and striding away.

      “I still haven’t decided whether I like him or not.” Brynn reflected.

      “If someone knocked all that superior arrogance out of him, he’d be a stand-up guy,” Finn said.

      “He finds it difficult to relate to us, that’s all,” Alyx said.

      “What?”

      “He is a mage from a traditional, powerful family. Instead of spending his time with others of his own kind, he’s forced to be in our group.”

      “This is something you understand because you’re also superior to us commoners, is that right?” Finn asked.

      Alyx stood in anger. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Finn, that was harsh,” Dawn spoke at the same time.

      “I was trying to explain why it’s so difficult for Tarrick to drop his arrogance, it’s all he has left of who he was before he came here,” Alyx snapped. “And no, Finn, I wouldn’t expect you to understand.”

      “I’m sorry, Alyx, I really am,” Finn said earnestly.

      Unassuaged, she turned on her heel and stalked from the room, forgetting in her anger why it wasn’t a good idea to be strolling the halls of DarkSkull alone.

      

      Alyx was grooming Tingo’s silky coat when Brynn’s head appeared over the stall door. “Hi.”

      “Hi.” She smiled back, genuinely pleased to see him. Brynn had the ability to make her feel comfortable and less depressed when he was around. She didn’t know whether it was because of his refreshing directness and honesty, or something about the mage power in his voice.

      “Finn was genuinely sorry, you know.”

      “I know,” she said. “I just like some time alone every now and then. It gets stifling, all of us being together all the time.”

      “Is that your subtle way of saying you want me gone?” he asked wryly.

      “You’re welcome to stay.” She tossed him a curry brush. “You can even help if you like.”

      “Ha. Thanks.”

      “How are you coping with everything, Brynn? You don’t seem to get as miserable as the rest of us.”

      “I want to be a mage,” he said. “And this is part of becoming a mage, so I put up with it.”

      “That’s very mature of you.”

      “Did I mention how I cried myself to sleep the first two weeks I was here?”

      “Really?” She looked at him, astonished.

      He nodded. “The day when Howell let me join your group, that was the first night I stopped crying.”

      “Oh.” Brynn had spoken the words with the same casual tone he would use when ordering what he wanted for dinner, but they made Alyx feel awkward, and guilty.

      “Now you’re just going to stand there and let me do all the work?” He raised an eyebrow at her.

      She laughed. “Why not? It seems to be working so far.”

      “I’m tempted to make a servant joke, but I fear you’ll rip my head off.”

      “Oh, shut up.” She elbowed him in the shoulder, and they both laughed.
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      Alyx awoke from dead sleep to the sound of ringing bells. It was dark in the small room she shared with Dawn, and heavy raindrops rattled against the window. Alyx half sat-up, then hurriedly sank back under the covers as the cold air hit her bare skin. The bells continued to ring, proving to be reality and not the remnants of a dream. In the hall outside, she heard doors opening and closing and booted feet running.

      “What’s going on?” Dawn yawned.

      “No idea.” Alyx groaned, wakened completely now. “Maybe we should see what’s happening.”

      Both girls slid out of bed and hurriedly pulled on their usual breeches and tunics, wrapping themselves in their thick brown robes but still shivering uncontrollably in the icy air. When she opened the door, the other young women on their floor were disappearing down the stairs at the end of the hall.

      Dawn passed Alyx her staff and both girls headed in the same direction. They followed the other girls outside, pulling the hoods of their robes up to protect their faces against the driving rain. A stream of students was crossing the open space and entering the main hall from both dormitory buildings. The bells continued ringing.

      “Come on, let’s get out of this rain.” Dawn shivered.

      “Everyone else is going into the hall,” Alyx agreed. “It’s probably not smart to linger out here in the dark alone.”

      They dashed across the sodden grass, joining another group of initiates running up the steps and through the double doors of the hall. Once inside, Alyx pushed back the soaked hood of her robe, relieved to be out of the rain and cold.

      She and Dawn continued through the entrance foyer and into the main hall, falling in with the other students. Master Alaria was stewarding everyone through into the dining hall, where a large number of students were milling about inside, the excited hum of their conversation pervading the air.

      “We were about to come and get you.” Finn appeared, grabbing Dawn’s sleeve and dragging her through the crowd.

      “What’s going on?” Alyx asked.

      “Hang on a second.”

      Finn pulled them across the dining hall and led them out a pair of glassed doors to a long veranda that ran the length of the building. Tarrick and Brynn were out there, hair tousled and damp.

      “Why are we here?” Alyx asked in annoyance, pulling her robe more tightly about her again.

      “It’s freezing,” Dawn added.

      “Less than an hour ago, the signal fire in the south-eastern watchtower was lit. The flame is only ever lit to warn of an attack in progress.” Tarrick filled them in, excitement gleaming in his dark eyes.

      “Someone is attacking DarkSkull?” Dawn’s eyes widened. “Who?”

      “I don’t know. Watch!”

      Cloaked mages were scurrying to and from the well-lit stables. Two of them ran into the barn where Tingo was stabled, appearing a short time later mounted on two of the big horses.

      Within minutes, a group of twenty mages had mounted and were milling about in the rain. One raised a hand, and a second later, a glowing blue light surrounded the group. At another shout, the riders moved out at a gallop. Alyx lost sight of them as they left the light cast by the stables.

      “See the signal fire up there?” Finn pointed.

      Alyx followed where he was pointing again, seeing a bright orange flame leaping into the sky at the highest point on the south-eastern corner of the valley wall. She supposed it must be an enormous flame for it to be visible over such a distance. Looking around in a circle from that point, there were three other signal fires glowing at each corner of the valley wall.

      “We always light a signal fire at the top of the nearest tower when an attack comes. That alerts all the mages on guard in the other watchtowers along the valley walls. They light their own fires, then DarkSkull sends a contingent of mage warriors to help,” Tarrick explained, excitement threading his voice. “It’s how things were done in the old days, when we were at war and had a Magor-lier.”

      “But we’re not at war.” Alyx was struggling to understand. In all of Howell’s explanations about the reason for the boundary wall, she’d never imagined an attack on the school would actually happen. “Could it be a false alarm?”

      Tarrick moved closer and raised his right hand. After a moment, his mage power emitted a soft silver light that glowed around his hand, allowing them all to just make out his face.

      “The school hasn’t been attacked since the mage war, but I’ve heard in the last couple of years the masters have increased security here. Nobody knows why. Maybe they were expecting something like this.”

      Alyx stared out into the night. “Are we in danger?”

      “Whatever is out there will be no match for fully trained mage warriors,” Tarrick said confidently. “Rothai alone could probably take on an army. He’s the strongest warrior mage alive.”

      “In that case, do you think we could go inside now?” Dawn sounded reassured. “I’d like to be warm and dry.”

      “And miss the fighting?” Tarrick looked at her incredulously.

      They watched for a while longer, but soon it got boring. The mounted mages had disappeared into the rain and night, and aside from the fires burning from the watchtowers, there was nothing else to see. Eventually, Dawn and Alyx prevailed upon the boys to go inside.

      The great fires lining the dining hall had been lit, and some of the kitchen staff were handing out mugs of hot cider. There was genuine fear on the faces of some students and uneasiness on others. Nobody seemed completely calm, which made Alyx feel better about her own fear. Master Renwick appeared to announce that the situation was under control, but that all students were required to remain in the hall.

      Alyx and the others took their mugs of cider and found a corner to themselves near one of the fires.

      “This might be the first morning we don’t miss breakfast,” Finn said cheerfully.

      Brynn smiled. “I wonder what they serve for breakfast here?”

      “I’m more interested to know if morning sparring will be cancelled because of the attack,” Dawn said.

      “I hope not,” Tarrick retorted.

      “This must have been what it was like during the mage war against Shakar,” Brynn said.

      Tarrick nodded. “Shakar and the mages aligned with him attacked the school regularly back then, trying to destroy the upcoming generation of mages.”

      “Who’s Shakar?” Finn asked.

      “Only the most famous mage who ever lived,” Tarrick said, rolling his eyes at their ignorance. “He was a mage of the higher order, the most powerful of his time, but he turned evil.”

      Alyx snorted in amusement, unable to help herself.

      “You think I’m making it up?” Tarrick demanded.

      “It sounds like a bedtime tale my godfather used to read me. People don’t just ‘turn evil.’”

      “I know,” Tarrick said impatiently. “I’m sure there were reasons for what he did, I just don’t know what they were. Anyway, the point is, the mages went to war with him, and it dragged on for years. Hundreds of mages died.”

      “Tarrick is right.” Brynn said. “It all happened about fifty years ago. The final battle took place at a town in northern Tregaya called Serrin. It’s still a ruin to this day.”

      “How do you know so much?” Tarrick asked him curiously. “The war is a closely held piece of mage history. The mages don’t like to talk about it.” He tossed a pointed glance at Alyx. “The reason I don’t know why Shakar did the awful things I’ve heard about.”

      Brynn shrugged. “I heard one of the masters talking about a war. I asked Master Howell about it, and he mentioned Shakar.”

      “How is it that you’re the only one who can get answers out of Howell?” Finn wanted to know.

      “I’m special.”

      “Yeah, special is a good word for it,” Alyx teased him.

      “Ha-ha. Look at that everybody, Alyx has developed a sense of humour.” Brynn stuck his tongue out at her.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Finn said. “I think I agree with her on this one.”

      “I love you too, Finn.”

      “I wonder how the battle is going.” Tarrick rose and disappeared, heading for the door to the veranda.

      “I assume if the valley walls had been overrun, they’d have told us?” Brynn asked.

      “It’s probably another test,” Finn said dryly. “Let the initiates defend DarkSkull Hall. The ones that get killed obviously aren’t strong enough to cope as mages.”

      Alyx stifled a smile of amusement. “I’ve got my boot knife and my staff. I’m pretty much ready to go.”

      “Do you think the king knew about mages going missing and the increased security Tarrick mentioned before he sent us here?” Dawn asked.

      “To be fair, I think we can assume Casovar didn’t tell him about mages going missing, and even Casovar couldn’t have known that DarkSkull would come under physical attack while we were here,” Finn said reasonably.

      “My father knew it wouldn’t be easy for me,” Alyx murmured, stifling the ugly flash of resentment as it reared its head. “The king overruled him.”

      “My parents had some idea,” Brynn said, surprising them. “They have friends in the village whose relatives are mages. They told me what it was like, and offered me the choice.”

      “And you still chose to come?” Alyx gaped at him.

      “I want to be a mage.”

      “You really are insane.”

      “What about you two?” Brynn looked at the twins. “We all know Alyx can’t wait to get out, but if you knew what you did now, would you still have come?”

      Dawn looked thoughtful. “Without any experience of DarkSkull, probably not. But now, four months in, knowing what it’s like… I would choose to come, yes.”

      “What?” Alyx stared at her in astonishment.

      “While I am scared, in pain and exhausted on a daily basis, I feel a certain sense of satisfaction in still being here. I want to see it through to the end,” she said.

      “I know what you mean.” Finn looked at his sister. “And I agree with you.”

      Alyx nodded at them as if she understood, but in reality she couldn’t even begin to comprehend their desire to stay. She’d never felt more alone. In an effort to avoid the feeling, she changed the subject.

      “So back to my original question—who is attacking us?” Alyx shrugged at their looks. “The Mage Council isn’t at war, right? So who would want to attack DarkSkull Hall?”

      “Whoever is behind the mage disappearances?” Dawn hazarded.

      “Hmmm.” Brynn looked around. “Our font of all mage knowledge is still off peering out into the night for a glimpse of fighting.”

      “It could be the Shiven attacking,” Finn said.

      “Shiven fighters strolling into Tregaya, crossing through the countryside unhindered, and launching an attack on DarkSkull?” Alyx said dubiously. “That seems doubtful.”

      “Why?” Brynn asked.

      “Isn’t it obvious? You can’t just send your army across another country’s borders without permission.” She shook her head. “Besides, we’re only assuming it’s Shiven because we’re Rionnan and we’ve always felt under threat from them. It could be anyone.”

      “There’s a scary thought.” Dawn looked gloomy.

      “You’ll probably find the council knows more than they let on to initiates,” Finn said. “I’m sure they’ll have the situation under control quickly.”

      

      Morning dawned without the attack coming near DarkSkull grounds. Breakfast was served at the usual time, and while they were eating, Master Romas came to address them.

      “A small group of unidentified warriors attacked our south-eastern wall after midnight,” he told them crisply. “They breached the wall, but we responded quickly enough to push them back, killing most and sending the others into retreat. Warrior mages have been sent out to secure the countryside surrounding the valley, and a team of initiates and apprentices will be tasked to fix the broken section of wall today.”

      An apprentice stood. “Sir, what were they after?”

      “We don’t know that yet. Master Rothai will speak with the local Tregayan militia garrison today. I’m confident that with our assistance, the militia will soon learn what happened and why.”

      Murmurs broke out through the hall. Alyx caught a glimpse of Ladan. He was standing by one of the windows looking out in the direction of the attack. His stance was tense, both hands thrust deep in his pockets.

      “Excuse me for a second,” Alyx murmured to Dawn, rising with the intention of weaving her way through the tables towards Ladan.

      “It doesn’t make any sense—why would anyone attack mages with a small group of non-mage fighters?” Finn was saying, but broke off as Alyx rose. “Where are you going?”

      “Not far. I’ll be back soon.”

      At Alyx’s approach, Ladan stiffened slightly but didn’t say anything. Forging through the intimidating silence that was almost like a physical wall around him, she cleared her throat.

      “You’ve saved my life twice, and I’m not scared of you anymore,” she said. “I bet you’re as lonely as I am here, even though you determinedly push everyone away. So, I thought you might like to talk.”

      He didn’t say anything for a long time, and Alyx fidgeted, debating how long to stand there looking silly before walking away.

      “Why now?” he spoke suddenly.

      She shrugged. “I should have tried sooner. Approaching you isn’t exactly easy, but that’s no excuse.”

      After another long beat, he turned towards her. “All right, let’s talk. Tell me about yourself.”

      “All right.” Now that she had an opening, Alyx wasn’t sure where to start. “I was born in Rionn, and I’ve lived my whole life there until now.”

      “I know all of that,” he said, then after a pause went on. “How old are you?”

      “Sixteen, almost seventeen.” She took a breath. “My mother died when I was very young, but my father has always taken good care of me, and I adore him. I’m going to be betrothed to Prince Cayr. I hate it here at DarkSkull and I can’t wait to go home.”

      Ladan frowned. “You believe your mother died?”

      “Yes.” She looked at him oddly. “Why would I lie about something like that?”

      “Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

      “No. It’s just my father and I.”

      He looked at her quickly, and something flashed in his eyes. “My mistake. I just assumed you’d have a bigger family.”

      “That’s okay.” Alyx tried hopelessly to think of something else to say, but her mind was a blank. She expected he would walk away, but instead he spoke again.

      “Do you remember her—your mother?”

      “Not really. I’ve tried to.... I was five when she died, so I feel like I should remember something. Once or twice I’ve managed to recall a glimpse of her face, or a snatch of her voice, but it’s all so cloudy I can never keep hold of those bits. As I grew older I stopped trying because I don’t like the strange feeling it gives me.”

      “You haven’t asked your father?”

      “Once, when I was small. The pain on his face I remember to this day, so I never brought it up again.”

      “I was eleven when my mother died.”

      “And you’re a few years older than me?” she said. “So you lost her a few years after I lost mine.”

      Ladan made no reply to that, and she sensed that his thoughts were far away, in another time and place.

      “Your mother’s death would have been much harder for you than it was for me. You would remember her well,” Alyx ventured. “What about your father?”

      “My mother’s husband died a year after she did.” Ladan’s voice had turned wintry, but Alyx sensed that the emotion was not directed at her. “That’s when I became the lord of Widow Falls.”

      “Your mother’s husband was the previous lord of Widow Falls? He wasn’t your father then?”

      “My father left us. I haven’t seen him since I was a boy. My mother remarried soon after. Because he had no other children, her husband formally adopted me and named me his heir.”

      Alyx shuddered at the thought of a twelve-year-old boy being forced into the stewardship of an enormous estate, with nobody but his warriors and servants as company. How alone he must have been, with no parents, no siblings, no family at all. All her residual fear of the serious young man vanished, replaced by deep sorrow.

      “But who looked after you after your mother and stepfather died? You were still a boy.”

      “Romney, mainly, and the other soldiers,” he said. “It was not a bad way to be raised, but there was little softness in it.”

      “I can see where all those rumours about you must come from.” She quirked a smile at him, but it quickly faded at his forbidding expression. “I’m still curious about why you came here. Did the king order you?”

      He glanced at her, his green eyes hard. “I know you think me cold and merciless, Lady Egalion, but I do have honour. That is what my mother fostered in me and what bought me to DarkSkull Hall. I, too, wish to go home.”

      “That’s not an answer, and now I’m even more curious,” she pushed. “I’m the future Queen of Rionn, you know? I could order you to answer my question.”

      His head came up sharply and she thought she’d made him angry, but instead a tiny smile curved the corner of his mouth. As the hard look on his face softened a little he suddenly looked much more like his twenty years.

      “You could, but I don’t see how you’re going to enforce it,” he said. “I have seen you at sparring practice.”

      Alyx laughed, and his smile widened a fraction. “That’s a very good point.”

      “Alyx, Master Howell wants to see us.” Finn appeared, his gaze darting nervously at Ladan.

      Alyx nodded and looked at Ladan. “Thank you for talking to me.”

      “Perhaps we’ll do it again some time.”

      “Ladan?” she said as he walked off. “I don’t think you’re cold and merciless.”

      He kept walking.

      

      “The mages are treating the attack more seriously than Master Romas let on,” Howell told them at their next lesson. “They’re deeply concerned that a group of unknown warriors got to DarkSkull without being picked up well before they reached our walls and—”

      “Picked up by whom?” Finn interrupted.

      “The Tregayan Militia,” Howell said. “Their army doesn’t match the sheer might of Zandia’s or the prowess of Shivasa’s but their informant network across the country is unrivalled.”

      “How did it happen then?” Tarrick asked.

      “We don’t know yet. The only thing that saved the walls being breached were the signal fires. The mages at the watchtowers were able to converge on the point of attack quickly enough to hold the attackers off until Master Rothai and the warrior mages from the DarkSkull Hall Patrols got there.”

      “Do warrior mages man the watchtowers all day every day?” Finn asked with interest.

      “No. There are only a handful of mage warriors amongst the masters here, so apprentices are rostered on the watchtowers in shifts. Their job is to light the beacon if there’s trouble.”

      Finn frowned. “I thought I saw apprentices amongst those who rode out to fight last night?”

      “You did. There are two fighting patrols at DarkSkull formed by older students, usually in their fourth year, who are powerful in magic and skilled with the staff. Each patrol has six members; the first is led by Master Rothai, the second by Master Dirrion.”

      “Just six?” Alyx questioned.

      “A small number, I grant you, but combined mage power can be an enormously powerful thing,” Howell said. “Besides, until last night the patrols had really become more of a ceremonial thing, a way to reward high performing students.”

      “You were going to say more about the attack before Finn interrupted,” Dawn said suddenly.

      Howell smiled again. “I need to remember to shield my thoughts more carefully around you, girl. Yes, there is more. Two of the apprentices from second patrol were injured in the attack. The injuries were not caused by conventional weapons.”

      “There were mages in the attacking party?” Tarrick sat up. “But all mages are trained here at DarkSkull.”

      “Assuming the council didn’t attack its own school, they must have been non-council mages,” Finn continued his train of thought.

      “Or someone other than the council is training mages,” Brynn said.

      “A good point, and something the council is beginning to think about,” Howell admitted, then smiled wryly and looked at them all in turn. “Say goodbye to the world you thought you lived in.”
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      Alyx calmed Tingo with a touch and soft murmur, then gripped the reins and swung herself up into the saddle. Several more weeks had passed—they’d been at DarkSkull almost five months now—and the muscles in her arms had strengthened enough that she no longer had trouble mounting Tingo without the aid of a mounting block.

      She hadn’t yet progressed to the point where she was strong enough to hold him in, but now, instead of being completely dominated by the big stallion, their rides had become characterized by a constant battle of wills in which Alyx tried to make him obey her and he did his best not to. Tingo won more often than not, but Alyx’s small wins of control were increasing in number. Somewhere in all of this, her fear of riding him had faded.

      Tingo’s hooves clip-clopped on the cobblestones until they left the courtyard and joined the others out in the snow-covered field. Tarrick wasn’t with them this afternoon. He had been spending increasing amounts of his spare time practicing his burgeoning powers and, following Howell’s class earlier, had gone to the privacy of his room.

      Alyx couldn’t control a shiver as an icy gust whipped around her. It had been three days since the weather had been calm enough for them to venture out on the horses, and they were restive with inaction. Tingo was already pulling hard on the reins.

      “I wonder if the Mage Council is certain that the mages going missing are actually dead,” Brynn said as they urged the horses into a trot.

      Alyx blinked at the random choice of subject, but then, Brynn was often like that. A second later, she was forced to concentrate on not falling off as Tingo shied suddenly, then pulled hard on the reins in an attempt to break into a gallop. Alyx righted herself and managed to keep him at a trot, though her arms burned with the effort.

      “Why?” Dawn asked. “Did you find out something more?”

      In the weeks that had followed the attack, the students had been given little more information. Defences around the valley had been visibly tightened, though, and the DarkSkull first and second warrior patrols were often seen riding out of the grounds.

      Tarrick eventually learned from a cousin in one of the patrols that they still hadn’t found the attackers that had escaped, and that after searching for miles out into the countryside, DarkSkull had officially given up the search. At Tarrick and the twins’ urging, Brynn had questioned various people around DarkSkull, but so far had no luck.

      “If someone other than the council is training mages, then someone has to be doing the training,” Alyx answered now.

      “Why didn’t you mention that in our class with Howell?” Finn asked, wrenching his stallion’s head around. “I’ve been trying to get him to talk more about the missing mages for the past month without success.”

      “It’s pretty obvious, Finn, I’m sure the mages have already considered it.” Alyx shrugged.

      “I still don’t understand the purpose for any of it, training mages secretly or attacking DarkSkull.” Brynn frowned.

      Before anyone could respond, Brynn’s mare suddenly broke into a gallop across the field. Alyx clenched her knees and held on tight as Tingo followed suit, no longer willing to be held back by his rider. The twins followed behind them, and silence fell as they all concentrated on staying seated while their mounts had a good, long run. As Tingo finally slowed to a trot, Alyx felt pleased satisfaction that she’d kept her seat the entire time.

      “You know what else could explain it, if the missing mages aren’t really dead?” Finn suggested as their horses came to an eventual halt, their hides steaming in the cold.

      “What’s that?” Dawn asked.

      “The missing mages are the ones that attacked DarkSkull.”

      “Impossible,” Brynn said.

      “Why?” Finn asked.

      “The missing mages are from all different backgrounds, have different abilities, different ages, and disappeared over the course of several years. While an argument could be made that a couple of mages in alliance had faked their deaths in order to attack DarkSkull, there are simply too many for that to be the case. Besides, surely those defending DarkSkull would have noticed if the mages they were fighting were old comrades?”

      “Fair point,” Finn said.

      “They’re dead.” Brynn shrugged, looking increasingly disinterested in their conversation. “Let’s finish exercising the horses so we can get back inside where it’s warm.”

      

      The tin pot clanged against the side of the deep sink as Alyx lifted it, her left arm struggling to hold its awkward weight while she used her free hand to dry it.

      “Are you all right?” the girl beside her asked.

      “I’m fine. Thanks.” Alyx finished and placed the pot down on a nearby table. Once again she was being kept late in the kitchens by Madam Grange after another cleaning infraction. It was the fourth such punishment, and Alyx resolved to do better at keeping her things clean and tidy. She detested washing and drying dishes.

      “You’re one of the Rionnans, aren’t you?”

      Alyx turned to the dark-haired girl doing the washing in surprise, more at her friendly tone than the question she’d asked. “That’s right. I’m Alyx.”

      “Jayn.”

      The apprentice had her sleeves rolled to her forearms and was busily attacking the large pile of dirty dishes stacked up to her left. So far Alyx had been unable to keep pace with the speed of her washing, and the pile of dishes to be dried was getting larger.

      “What got you stuck here tonight?” Jayn asked.

      “I didn’t clean my boots properly. I somehow always manage to miss a spot.” Alyx hesitated. “What about you?”

      Jayn chuckled. “My robe got soaked riding through the snow coming back from watchtower duty. I left it hanging up overnight to dry it, but forgot to take it down before Grange’s inspection.”

      A door slammed and both Madgena and Adahn appeared, although Alyx had no idea what he was doing in the kitchens. Madgena had disappeared earlier in search of another drying cloth.

      “Alyx, your overprotective friend hovering outside had to leave or risk getting caught out after curfew,” Adahn called as he rifled through a breadbox and snatched up a small loaf. “As will I be if I don’t hurry off. Night all.”

      Alyx watched as he swiped a small wheel of cheese on his way out. Once he’d gone, Madgena began collecting the dried dishes Alyx was placing on the table and putting them away.

      “I have no idea how he gets away with that,” Jayn said, resuming the dishes.

      “He’s very popular here,” Alyx noted.

      “What did he mean about your overprotective friend?”

      “He was talking about Tarrick. Usually he walks me back to the dormitory when I get stuck on kitchen duty.”

      “Ah, you’re the one Galien is not so secretly out to get,” Jayn said.

      “Yes. Lucky me.”

      “I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes. I’ve been fortunate to steer clear of his lot since I got here.”

      “Were you an innocent too?” Alyx asked curiously.

      “Oh, no.” Jayn laughed. “My mother was a mage healer. I’m the only one of her kids to get magic, although she’s disappointed I won’t be a healer like her.”

      “What is your power?”

      “I can shield against magic and material objects.”

      “Will you be a warrior mage, then?”

      “I don’t know yet.” Jayn flashed her a quick smile. “What about you?”

      “Either I have no magic, or it’s taking its time to appear. I’m fervently hoping for the former.”

      “Fair enough. DarkSkull Hall isn’t the most enjoyable place to be, and being the target of Galien and his posse would make it downright awful.”

      “You should stop talking,” Madgena’s voice accosted them suddenly. “You know Cook Eryan doesn’t like chattering during work. She thinks it makes us go slower.”

      “Then you won’t have anything to worry about, will you?” Jayn said sweetly. “I’ll take orders from the masters here, Madame Grange, even Cook Eryan, but I won’t be taking orders from sour-faced initiates.”

      Alyx stifled a smile and turned to focus on drying her pile of dishes. Jayn finished the washing soon after and left with a friendly goodbye to Alyx. Silence filled the room as Alyx and Madgena continued working. Eryan came in soon after, snapped at them to hurry up, then disappeared.

      As soon as Alyx finished drying all the dishes, she hung up the dishtowel and pulled on her robe.

      “Good night, Madgena.”

      “Night,” the girl responded tersely.

      Alyx shivered as she stepped out the back door and into the night. Teeth chattering, she pulled her brown robe more tightly around herself and started walking. Flakes of snow were like cold pinpricks against her unprotected skin. Alyx navigated purely by the spots of light she could see out of the dormitory windows. Knowing she was vulnerable, she increased her pace, hoping Galien cared about curfew and was far away in his dormitory room.

      Alyx paused as she passed the domed building which held the Taliath sword. Glancing around, uncertain what prompted the impulse to visit it, she pushed on the door, expecting it to be locked. Instead, it swung open. A shaft of watery moonlight shone through the glassed skylight in the tower roof, falling by design on the sword inside its glass cage. Drawn to it, Alyx walked over, placing her hand on the cold glass.

      Growing up near the Rionnan palace surrounded by Bluecoats, Alyx had seen many swords before. This one was different from anything she’d ever seen. It seemed alive to her, glowing with a soft ambience.

      As little as she understood the immensity of mage lore and culture, Alyx felt drawn to the idea of the Taliath. The sadness of their passing was almost a personal grief, and she wished, without really understanding why, to have known them.

      She stood there for a few long minutes, admiring the blade. When she turned to go, she spotted a tall figure crossing the grounds as he passed through a patch of moonlight.

      Galien.

      Alyx backed into the shadows of the room. He’d been coming directly toward her, as if he knew she was there. If he caught her alone in the chamber, she’d be in trouble—nobody knew she was out here. She should have questioned why the door was unlocked. Damn.

      Her heart pounded like it would jump out of her chest. She backed around behind the pedestal cradling the Taliath sword and slid down the cold marble so that it hid her from the doorway. Pulling her knees up to her chest, she tried to make herself as small as possible.

      A shaft of light fell across the floor as the door opened and the night air gusted in. Alyx curled herself in tighter, certain he would be able to hear her thumping heart. Galien’s presence was like a sheet of ice settling over her skin. The hairs on the back of her neck rose, and her terror deepened. She clenched her fists, gritting her jaw in an effort not to scream.

      The moment lasted for what seemed to be an eternity. He took a few steps into the room, boots echoing loudly in the cavernous space. She heard his breathing as he stood still, felt his presence shiver through her.

      Then, just like that, he was gone, striding out of the tower and closing the door behind him.

      Alyx slumped back against the pedestal, realizing for the first time that she was bathed in sweat and gasping for air. She waited what felt like an eternity, wanting to make sure he was completely gone before she forced herself to get up and edge towards the door. After squinting into the darkness, she decided there was nobody around, and summoning every inch of courage she had left, ran hard for the dormitory building.

      

      “What happened?” Dawn exclaimed as Alyx entered their room. She jumped up, knocking to the floor the pile of notes she’d been studying.

      Teeth chattering, Alyx related what had occurred.

      “Do you think he knew you were there?”

      “If he did, why didn’t he confront me?”

      “Why was he there, then? You said he just stood there for a few minutes, then left?”

      “That’s what it seemed like. I don’t know, Dawn.”

      “You shouldn’t have gone in there,” Dawn chided.

      “I know.” Alyx relaxed as the warmth and the safety of their room seeped into her. “I just felt drawn to the sword, for some reason.”

      “I wonder why?” Dawn thought out loud, bending to pick up her notes. “And I still want to know what Galien was doing in there.”

      “So do I. It was past curfew, so why was he out walking the grounds?”

      “Maybe he was meeting someone?”

      “In the Taliath room? Perhaps… but I saw nobody else.”

      “Maybe whoever he was meeting was late, and he didn’t dare linger too long in case he was caught?”

      Alyx nodded. “I suppose.”

      “He caught you in class again today, didn’t he?” Dawn came over and put a sympathetic arm around her. “Prajana didn’t notice, but I did.”

      “I was late for class, so couldn’t get a seat away from the door.” Alyx showed Dawn the long shallow cut along the inside of her right arm. “He did that with my quill.”

      Dawn hesitated. “I have to be honest, Alyx, whenever he’s around, I can feel the hatred he has for you in particular.”

      “I wish I knew why.”

      “Me too.” Dawn frowned. “I wish I could tell you, but he shields very well and I’m still learning the basics. Maybe he can sense your magic and he sees you as a threat.”

      “I don’t have any magic,” Alyx muttered. “If I did, it would have broken out by now. We’ve been here for months.”

      “Well, Finn’s hasn’t either. I would think the masters would have sent you home if they truly thought you didn’t have any magic.”

      “Stop being so logical,” she grumbled.

      They readied themselves for bed, and as Alyx climbed under the covers, Dawn spoke.

      “I saw you talking to Ladan this morning. What was that about?”

      Alyx shrugged. “I was in line behind him for breakfast. All I did was say good morning. He replied in kind, and that was pretty much it.”

      Dawn chuckled suddenly. “I heard he hasn’t shown any power yet either. We Rionnans might turn out to be a huge disappointment for the mages if only one of us breaks out.”

      “They should be pleased to get one as powerful as you,” Alyx said indignantly. “And even if Ladan doesn’t develop powers, it’s clear he’s a skilled warrior.”

      “That’s true. He’s as much of a mystery as Galien,” Dawn muttered, blowing out the lamp. “One intent on killing you, one intent on saving your life, and with no identifiable reason for any of it.”

      “That’s a good way of putting it,” Alyx yawned. “Night, Dawn.”

      “Night, Alyx.”

      

      Alyx awoke with a start several hours later, blinking as the remnants of a bad dream faded from her mind. She turned over, making sure to stay within the warm spot under the covers, and glanced at the window. The faint light coming through told her it was nearly dawn. Immediately she felt torn. If she got up now, they would make breakfast, and she wouldn’t spend the morning hungry and feeling like she had no energy. But it was freezing outside the bed, and she was still tired, her body aching for more sleep.

      After a moment, Dawn yawned loudly, and her covers rustled as she sat up. “We’d better hurry if we want to make breakfast.”

      “You go,” Alyx mumbled. “I want sleep.”

      “You sure? Sparring won’t be easy on an empty stomach.”

      Alyx turned over, eyes already sliding closed, and mumbled something incoherent. This seemed to convince Dawn, and Alyx dozed to the sounds of the girl dressing and leaving.

      As the door closed behind her, Alyx’s stomach let out a loud growl. After that, it became impossible to ignore her hunger enough to sleep.

      “Argh!” Eventually she sat and pushed back the covers.

      She dressed quickly, yawning the whole time, before running after Dawn. It was still mostly dark outside; a thick fog hugged the ground and the air felt still and quiet. She made her way along the path towards the main hall, finally starting to feel awake.  Nerves wriggled in her stomach as she realised she was alone. She’d assumed she’d catch Dawn before leaving the dorm, or at least one of the other girls in the building.

      The fog closed in around her as she walked, bringing with it silence and a wonderful few moments of solitude. Despite the bitter cold, it was peaceful, and Alyx began to relax. She could almost feel the tension draining from her shoulders.

      The sound of footsteps instantly had her shoulders stiffening again, and she turned, heart leaping into her throat. It was hard to tell exactly how far away the person was in the fog, but it soon became clear that they were heading directly towards her. Alyx considered turning and heading back to the relative safety of the dormitory, but in the fog she couldn’t tell what direction the person was approaching from, and she didn’t want to run right into them.

      Moments later a tall form appeared to her right, quickly resolving itself into Galien. Alyx swallowed, instinctively backed up a step.

      “I wouldn’t run,” Galien said conversationally. “You know I can stop you.”

      “What are you doing out here? You don’t want to miss breakfast, do you?”

      He shrugged. “I’m here because I knew you were. Breakfast can wait.”

      Alyx took another step back. “What do you want with me, Galien?”

      “It was you last night in the Taliath room, wasn’t it? I wasn’t entirely certain, but you don’t have your magic yet and that means you can’t shield properly.” His eyes were on her face, studying for her reaction, and he smiled when he caught it. “Yes, it was you.”

      “If you knew I was there last night, why didn’t you do anything?” she challenged him, unsuccessfully trying to hide the note of fear in her voice. He didn’t miss it, and his cold smile flashed.

      “Circumstances,” he said. “Circumstances that don’t exist this morning.”

      He took a step towards her and when she tried to back away, she found herself paralysed to the spot, held there by his magic.

      “There is no reason for you to hate me like you do,” she said desperately as he continued to come closer. “It wasn’t me that killed your father.”

      “No, you didn’t kill my father,” he breathed. “That was one of your precious Rionnan Blue Guard.”

      “Then why?” she whispered.

      He reached out, an icy finger trailing down her cheek, his gaze turned inwards as if he were somewhere else entirely.

      “No magic yet,” he murmured. “Her daughter… and yet, no magic. What ironic perfection if you are just as human as any of them.”

      “Galien…” Her teeth chattered and she couldn’t say anymore, her throat closing over in panic and fear.

      His hand slid down her cheek to her throat, thumb brushing over her pulse. His fingers pressed harder into her skin, slowly, until she began to feel her airway constrict. She fought, sheer panic roping through her, but his power was strong and he held her with ridiculous ease. The cold fingers tightened mercilessly until it was painful, and she was choking, gasping for air.

      “Don’t fear, I’m not going to kill you here.” She felt his warm breath on her ear, and would have shuddered if she hadn’t been struggling for air. “One day though—in a month, or a year or five years. One day there will be an opportunity, and you should have no doubts I will take it.”

      “Galien!”

      Unbelievably, Tarrick’s voice rang through the fog somewhere behind her. Galien’s hold on her throat loosened fractionally as his gaze moved over her shoulder.

      “What do want, Tylender?”

      “Let her go.”

      The cold smile stretched across his handsome Shiven face. “Alyx and I were just having a conversation.”

      “I won’t let you kill her.”

      “Zandian honour, such a silly thing,” Galien mused, fingers tightening about Alyx’s throat again before he let go entirely and stepped back. “I’m not trying to kill anyone. That would be against the rules.”

      Alyx blinked, gasping in air, dimly realising the fog was rapidly lifting. Galien glanced between them, an amused smile on his face.

      “Until next time.”

      Alyx sank to her knees, hand at her bruised throat, trying to suck in air. Moments later a strong arm wrapped around her waist.

      “Alyx, just relax,” Tarrick’s voice was calm. “You’re all right, he’s gone. You can breathe, just relax. That’s right, relax, take deep breaths. You’re okay.”

      With his voice murmuring into her ear Alyx slowly began to relax, taking longer, deeper breaths until her rapid heartbeat faded and the blurriness disappeared from her vision.

      “You’re all right, Alyx. He’s gone.”

      Alyx nodded, swallowing, and turned to throw her arms around Tarrick’s neck. She was trembling with a mixture of fear and relief, her whole body shaking. He was solid and warm and held her tightly until the trembling slowed.

      “Think you can stand?”

      She nodded against his chest and he helped her get to her feet, making sure she was steady before stepping back. He looked awkward and a little embarrassed by their hug.

      “Thank you,” she rasped, tears pricking her eyes with gratitude. “Thank you so much.”

      “Don’t thank me,” he said, turning to gesture at their approaching friends. “Thank Dawn. She was the one who sensed you were in trouble.”

      “Alyx, are you all right?” Dawn came running and Alyx staggered back with the force of her hug.

      “I am, thanks to you.”

      “What happened?” Finn demanded.

      “I changed my mind about skipping breakfast, but I was too slow to catch up with Dawn... Galien cornered me, he knew I was out here,” Alyx rasped as she stepped away from Dawn. Her throat hurt to speak.

      “He was choking her when I arrived,” Tarrick said darkly. “Alyx, what were you thinking!”

      “I’m sorry. I was still half-asleep and I was already outside before I realised nobody else was around. I wasn’t thinking clearly.”

      “Thank everything you sensed it,” Brynn said to Dawn.

      “You did?”

      Dawn nodded. “We were just sitting down to breakfast, and something made me think of you, so I concentrated like Howell’s been teaching me. I caught a snatch of triumph in Galien’s thoughts and knew he must have you. I told Tarrick and he went to find you straight away.”

      “Lucky Galien wasn’t shielding well,” Finn said.

      “Come on, let’s get you inside where it’s warm.” Dawn wrapped an arm around Alyx’s shoulders.

      “I think we should get a healer to have a look at your throat,” Brynn said. “It’s bruising already.”

      “I’m all right.”

      “Was he really trying to kill you?” Finn asked.

      “I doubt it,” Tarrick said heavily. “Not right out the front of the hall. I think he just wanted to demonstrate to Alyx that he can get to her.”

      “He would have kept hurting me if you hadn’t come,” Alyx said.

      “You were brave, Tarrick,” Brynn said, respect in his eyes. “You knew there was a good chance Galien could hurt you too.”

      “Yeah, we all owe you.” Finn clapped him on the shoulder.

      Dawn leaned up and kissed him on the cheek. “Thanks, Tarrick.”

      Tarrick again looked uncomfortable at the attention but nodded. “You’re welcome. Now, can we go and get some breakfast before it’s too late? I’m starving.”

      “Yes, you all go, and I’ll take Alyx to the healers.” Brynn raised a hand at the look on Tarrick’s face. “We’ll keep to indoor hallways that are populated with people, I promise. You and Dawn deserve a good breakfast and Alyx should see the healer soon. Given Galien will most likely be in the dining hall too, Finn should stay with you both. Safety in numbers and all that.”

      “All right,” Tarrick conceded.

      “Thank you,” Alyx told him, heartfelt, as Brynn led her away.

      He nodded, gave her a faint smile, then joined the others as they went towards the dining hall.

      

      “Are you all right?” Brynn asked later after the healer mage checked Alyx over and pronounced her fine. Now he was escorting her to languages class.

      “My throat hurts,” she rasped.

      “Not what I meant.”

      Alyx shrugged. “Not really, but then, that’s been the case since I got here. Maybe now I’m even more afraid than I was.”

      “Me too.” He squeezed her hand.

      “I think that it’s me he wants. You and the others don’t need to worry so much.”

      “That’s undoubtedly true,” he said cheerfully. “But I’m not afraid for me.”

      “Oh,” she glanced at him, feeling tears prick at her eyes.

      He grinned at that, deliberately lighting the mood. “I’d be moderately upset if you died. Who else would be even worse than I am at languages? All Prajana’s attention would turn to me.”

      Alyx laughed, even though it hurt her throat. “Thanks, Brynn.”

      

      Howell’s face tightened fractionally when Alyx and the others arrived at their class with him the following day. The expression was so brief Alyx almost missed it entirely.

      “What happened to you?” he asked casually.

      “Galien. He cornered me before breakfast yesterday morning,” she said. “Tarrick came and stopped him choking me.”

      Their master glanced between her and Tarrick. “There are limits to the bullying I’ll tolerate. I’ll speak to Master Rothai, I promise.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      His look told her he was fully aware she didn’t have any confidence in his ability to stop Galien. “I won’t pretend to understand why he has conceived such a hatred for you, but you might think about applying yourself more. Galien wouldn’t find you such an easy target if you were better able to defend yourself.”

      Alyx’s temper flared at that. “I have no interest in being a warrior mage, sir, and I don’t think learning how to fight should be a prerequisite for surviving my studies. As far as I’m concerned, you and the masters should be doing a lot more to ensure your students are safe.”

      “I think by now we are all fully aware of your reluctance to be here. Reminding us of it so frequently is frankly becoming irritating,” Howell said. “I realise you are accustomed to having everything in your life—including your physical safety—handed to you on a silver platter. However, you might acknowledge that learning some self-sufficiency, whether you end up a mage or not, wouldn’t be a bad thing.”

      That stung, and Alyx opened her mouth with an angry retort ready, “I—”

      “This conversation is over.” Howell turned to Tarrick. “Please show me the results of your practicing what we discussed last week.”

      “He’s not angry at you,” Dawn murmured, gently touching Alyx’s hand. “Well, he’s irritated at you, but there’s something else he’s truly angry about.”

      “Yeah, well, that makes both of us,” Alyx said. She couldn’t deny he’d been at least partially right. She was sick and tired of being scared and helpless all the time. She just didn’t know how to fix it.
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      Alyx lay on her back, her head resting on folded arms, soaking up the warm sunshine on the roof of the dormitory. Brynn, Tarrick, and the twins were also lying in the sun, their prone bodies spread outwards like the spokes of a wheel. Alyx’s sleeves were rolled up to her elbows and she’d discarded her robe beside her. Her eyes were closed in sheer bliss.

      They were enjoying their weekly afternoon off. Winter had finally passed in Tregaya, and over the past week, the snow had begun melting away from the fields and hills. That morning, they’d been unable to believe their luck when the day had dawned bright and sunny, without a cloud in the sky. None of them had paid much attention during Howell’s class earlier, too eager to get out and enjoy the weather. He’d eventually given a heavy sigh and dismissed them early.

      The sunny weather reminded Alyx of Rionn. She could almost smell the combination of the fish, seaweed and salt of the docks, where on a day like this, she, Cayr, and Dashan would likely be. The smile on her face widened as she thought dreamily of how it had felt to be kissed by Cayr. She couldn’t wait to do it again.

      Alyx turned her head slightly. Dawn’s face was relaxed and content in the sun, her eyes closed. She looked older, somehow, than Alyx remembered from when they’d first met. Alyx supposed that was normal, since the twins had celebrated their seventeenth birthday in the middle of winter. Brynn wouldn’t turn eighteen until almost the end of their year at DarkSkull. Tarrick was roughly a year older than she was, but Alyx only knew that because it was a sore point with Tarrick that it had taken him much longer to display his powers than either of his brothers.

      “When is your birthday, Tarrick?” she asked idly.

      “First month of summer. A few days after the DarkSkull year ends. Why?”

      “I’m just curious.”

      Nobody knew it, but this beautiful sunny day was Alyx’s seventeenth birthday. Dashan would have turned twenty a week earlier, and Cayr would turn eighteen in exactly one week. It had always been amusing to the three of them growing up that their birthdays were so close. It had been another thing to bind them together. The thought of Cayr made her smile.

      “We get to go home in three months,” she murmured dreamily.

      Finn groaned. “Yes, we know. And then you’re going to marry Prince Cayr and live happily ever after.”

      “Shut up, Finn.”

      A comfortable silence fell again, each occupied with their own thoughts.

      There was a rush of wings above them and a beautiful golden falcon alighted on the walls nearby. Finn raised his head languidly, then lifted an arm. The young bird ruffled its feathers, then glided off the wall to land on Finn’s chest.

      In their time at DarkSkull Hall, all but Alyx had discovered their mage talents. Finn’s magic had appeared a month earlier towards the end of winter. The five of them had been out helping clear snow from the road into DarkSkull when they’d stumbled across a baby falcon that had fallen from its mother’s nest. It had been injured from the fall, and abandoned by its parents. They’d all felt sympathy for the bird, but Finn had crouched over the tiny chick, brows furrowed with curiosity.

      After a few moments of studying it, he’d bent down and gently picked up the baby bird in his hands. A strange look had come over his face, and his palms had closed lightly over the bird. When they’d re-opened a few minutes later, the little falcon was chirping brightly and standing up fluffing its feathers.

      “You healed it!” Brynn gasped in astonishment.

      “I don’t know what I did,” Finn demurred.

      “Right, we’re off to find Master Howell,” Tarrick had announced.

      “Why?” Alyx asked.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Tarrick had frowned at her. “Finn’s going to be a healer mage.”

      “I don’t know what I did,” Finn had protested again.

      “Tarrick’s right,” Dawn said, grabbing her brother by his sleeve. “Come on, let’s go.”

      Eyes wide with amazement in Alyx and Brynn’s case, and burgeoning respect in Tarrick’s, they’d trailed along while Dawn led her twin to find Howell in the library. The master heard their story, and agreed with Tarrick, pronouncing Finn a future healer mage. From then on, Finn had joined the Seventhday morning lessons, leaving only Alyx to sit and watch. The falcon had often flown by to visit Finn ever since.

      Finn seemed pleased with the discovery of his power, though Alyx suspected that what he liked most about it was the fact it involved the intellectual challenge of diagnosing a patient, and then working out how to fix him or her.

      It sometimes rankled at her, that she was the only one to remain powerless, but each time she reminded herself that she didn’t want to be a mage. Better still, if she displayed no power, Casovar wouldn’t try to pressure her to return to DarkSkull.

      Howell had seemed oddly unconcerned about it also.

      “Never fear Alyx, sometimes initiates take the full first year to break out. It’s unusual, but it does happen. You’ll know what sort of mage you are before you go home,” he’d told her.

      “Or it’s possible that I don’t have any power, that Lord-Mage Casovar was wrong about me.”

      He’d smiled. “That’s true. It does happen to one or two initiates each year, but I have a sneaking suspicion it won’t happen to you.”

      Alyx’s thoughts came back to the present as Dawn spoke, and she stretched, enjoying the sensation of warm sunshine on her face.

      “Do you think he’ll stay with you?” Dawn asked enviously.

      “No,” Finn shook his head. “He’s getting older. He’ll forget about me soon. He is a beauty though.”

      They watched as the young falcon preened his feathers. After a few minutes, he grew bored with sitting on Finn’s chest and flew off with a cry.

      “Are you going to invite us to your wedding, Alyx?” Finn asked.

      “I can ask Cayr to talk to the king about it,” she hedged, taken aback by the question. She hadn’t thought about having the twins at her wedding. It was a nice idea though, once she’d considered it.

      “Imagine attending a royal wedding.” Dawn sighed. “All those beautiful women in gorgeous dresses.”

      “Don’t get your hopes up,” Tarrick advised. “Blacksmiths’ children don’t attend royal weddings.”

      “What are you talking about? The twins are Alyx’s friends. It’s her wedding,” Brynn said.

      “The nobility doesn’t mix with commoners, or have you forgotten that in your time here?” Tarrick said. “You would never find blacksmith’s children at a Zandian royal wedding, and I’m fairly confident it’ll be no different in Rionn.”

      Alyx opened her mouth to argue with Tarrick’s blunt words, but closed it again as she remembered the king’s treatment of Dashan. She’d never seen a commoner at any royal function she’d ever attended, not even the wealthiest of Rionn’s merchants.

      “Alyx? You didn’t answer the question… is he right?” Finn asked.

      “Tarrick is being a pompous ass, as usual. Besides, the wedding will be years away,” she said, trying to avoid answering his question. She’d managed to reach a comfortable accord with her companions and didn’t want to ruin it when they still had almost three months left before going home.

      “Go on then, Alyx, tell them I’m wrong.”

      “He is right, isn’t he?” Finn gaped when she didn’t reply.

      “I thought we were your friends.” Even Brynn looked hurt.

      “Hold up a second.” She sat up and faced them. “It’s not that I wouldn’t want you there. It’s just that—”

      “Nobody else would?” Dawn demanded. “What sort of people do you surround yourself with, if they wouldn’t want your own friends at your wedding just because they’re not high-born enough?”

      Alyx winced, deliberately not pursuing that thought. “Look, if it was up to me, I would invite you. I honestly would.” She genuinely meant the words, and that surprised her. But then, she considered, they had survived alongside her through all the horrible months at DarkSkull, it would be nice to have them there for a happier time too.

      There was a silence as everyone but Tarrick stared at her. After a moment she realised that they were taken aback by the sincerity in her tone.

      “It’s okay. It’s the thought that counts.” Brynn shrugged. “I couldn’t come anyway; it’s too far for me. Besides, I’d have to wear one of those horrible, constricting formal jackets.”

      “Imagine how boring it would be.” Finn grinned. “All stiff and formal and peppered with long-winded speeches. I bet it would go on for hours.”

      “It’s okay, Alyx.” Dawn reached across to squeeze her hand.

      “I hope this prince of yours doesn’t mind your new low-born friends,” Tarrick said.

      “Stop trying to cause trouble, Tarrick. Cayr’s not like that.” Alyx smiled. “He’d have his worst enemy at the wedding if that’s what made me happy.”

      “Excuse me while I vomit,” Finn said, setting all three boys laughing.

      Dawn and Alyx shared a long-suffering glance that deepened into a genuine grin.

      “I can’t believe how peaceful it is here with Galien and Fengel gone,” Brynn mused a little while later.

      Alyx smiled at that. The Mage Council was sitting in the Tregayan capital of Carhall, and Rothai and the members of First Patrol had been assigned to escort Master Romas—a member of the council—there and back. They’d left a few days earlier and would be gone for at least two weeks.

      “All right, I’m getting bored.” Tarrick sat up. “Swim in the lake?”

      “Everyone’s down at the lake.” Dawn made a face. “I don’t really want to swim with everyone else. Galien and Fengel might be gone, but there are still plenty of other unlikeable apprentices.”

      “How about a ride up to the pools then? We don’t have to be so careful until they come back.”

      “Pools?” Finn raised an eyebrow.

      “They’re up near the top of the valley wall. I heard about them from my brothers. Apparently they’re great in summer, but there probably won’t be anyone there now because it’s still too cool,” Tarrick said. “Come on, I don’t want to lie here for the rest of the day.”

      “All right.” Brynn groaned and sat up. “Count me in.”

      The twins shared a look before also scrambling to their feet. Alyx followed willingly enough. It was getting hot in the sun, and a ride to some cool green pools sounded enticing.

      

      A short walk took them downstairs and across the open space between the main buildings of DarkSkull and the barns. They passed a large group of students clustered around the banks of the lake. Some seemed to be enjoying picnics, while others were already swimming despite the early hour of the afternoon. The waters gleamed turquoise in the sunlight, and they looked inviting, but Alyx agreed with Dawn—she didn’t want to go swimming with the other students.

      Alyx breathed in the smell of leather and horses as they stepped into the stables. Dappled sunlight shone through windows set high in the barn walls, filling it with golden light.

      When Tingo saw her, he whinnied a greeting and came eagerly to the edge of his stall. She smiled and crossed to him with an armful of tack. The big stallion had gotten used to Alyx during his regular grooming and exercising, and now clearly missed her when she was away too long.

      Strangely enough, she missed him too. How things had changed in six months.

      They worked quickly to saddle up the horses, then lead them out into the rapidly warming sunshine. Alyx draped the reins over Tingo’s head and he stood patiently while she gripped the saddle and hauled herself up in one practiced movement.

      The winter-long battle for dominance that had raged between Tingo and her had finally been won by Alyx, who after long, repeated hours in the saddle had gained both the strength and skill to manage the big stallion. Tingo had reluctantly, but amiably, conceded the loss. Now he simply acceded to her as his rider and followed her directions as if he’d never thought to do otherwise. It made her reach out with a pat of affection and amusement every time she thought about it. A small burst of pride followed that feeling—she’d managed to master something at DarkSkull.

      “Last one there fetches the winner’s dinner tonight?” Tarrick proposed once they were all mounted and milling in the yard.

      “In.” Brynn nodded.

      “Yep,” Finn echoed.

      Dawn and Alyx glanced at each other, smiled, then nodded as well. The warmth and sunlight of the day had improved Alyx’s mood dramatically, taking some of the weight of depression and exhaustion off her shoulders. For the first time since her arrival, she was looking forward to the rest of the afternoon.

      “Starts now!” Tarrick shouted, kicking his horse into a gallop with the others streaming out of the gate behind him.

      Alyx adjusted herself to the familiar rhythm of Tingo’s long stride as they raced across the open meadows towards the valley wall, crouching low over his neck and feeling the wind whip through her long brown hair.

      She found it ironic that after such a rough beginning, these thrilling gallops on Tingo’s back were now one of the few joys in her life at DarkSkull Hall. There’d been a time when she never thought she’d master riding the strong, wilful stallion, but now she loved the speed and rhythm of it.

      Alyx managed to beat Tarrick to the start of the narrow path that led up the valley wall and waggled her eyebrows at him as Tingo swept past. Tarrick laughed as Dawn cheered her on from behind; the initiate might be full of himself and his knowledge, but he wasn’t a sore loser.

      The trail led up through thick forest and then levelled out as it ran alongside a wide open meadow. It was usually covered in snow, but the change in weather had transformed the open space to a blooming carpet of bright yellow and blue wildflowers.

      Tarrick moved his horse off the track and struck out across the meadow, trying to edge around Alyx, but she urged Tingo on and he sped up to keep ahead of Tarrick’s horse. Flowers were crushed under the horses’ hooves, and a wide path was flattened across the field as Brynn and the twins followed them.

      Then the path veered back into the forest and they were racing amongst the shadowy trees again; the sight of them was magical as the sun shone down through the canopy above in soft rays of golden light.

      Alyx glanced back. Tarrick was a half stride behind her, Brynn just behind him, and the twins were fighting for dominance behind that. She smiled as she spotted Dawn edge ahead of her brother, then turned to concentrate as Tarrick tried passing.

      Tingo’s muscles bunched under her as he took the challenge from Tarrick’s horse and increased his pace, surging up the narrow path at a full racing gallop. Alyx let out a whoop of exhilaration as the air racing past blurred her eyes and branches and leaves slapped by her head.

      Eventually the path turned off into a rocky area surrounding four green pools of different sizes and shapes. The biggest was in the middle, a round pool with the branches of willow trees draping over the opposite banks.

      Alyx reined Tingo in and dismounted with a jump, tying his reins to a nearby tree and leaving him to graze. She then pulled off her tunic and boots, leaving only undershirt and breeches, and hopped over the rocks towards the pool.

      Tarrick ran agilely past her, leaping high with a loud whoop and crashing down into the pool with a huge splash. Finn and Brynn came running after him and Alyx followed the boys in, whooping just as loudly before the cool waters closed around her head. The water was icy cold, and she came up gasping.

      “It’s freezing!” Brynn shouted, face turning blue.

      “You’ll adjust,” Tarrick called in encouragement.

      Finn waited until his sister had jumped in, then slapped his hand along the surface, sending water splashing into her face. Dawn spluttered in indignation and Alyx defended her honour by doing the same to Finn. Soon they were involved in a full-scale water fight where the girls tried to defend themselves against the boys, the vigorous activity keeping them warm despite the bitterly cold water.

      They screamed and shouted in glee as the water churned around them, and Alyx thought briefly of the horrified look that would be on her father’s face if he knew she was swimming in only undershirt and breeches with three boys and no supervision.

      After they’d exhausted themselves in the pools, they untethered the horses and led them at a walk back down to the wide meadow they’d passed on their way up. Here, they flopped down amidst the flowers and let the sun’s warmth dry their clothes and hair. The horses grazed peacefully nearby, tails flicking to brush off flies or other insects.

      “We should probably go.” Dawn sat up eventually. “It’s almost mid-afternoon.”

      “It’s our day off, Dawn,” Finn said, unconcerned.

      “Yes, but Master Dirrion is giving us that test tomorrow, which we planned to study for in the library this afternoon,” his twin said.

      “Dishes duty for a week if we fail, he said, didn’t he?” Tarrick spoke. “I can cope with that if it means I don’t have to get up right now.”

      Alyx smiled as she lay back down on the grass. “So can I.”

      “I promise I’ll help you study after dinner tonight,” Finn told his sister.

      “Me too, please?” Brynn asked.

      “Of course.” Finn smiled at him.

      After a short time, they raced the horses back up to the pools and spent another exhausting hour swimming before returning to the meadow.

      Sunset approached, and still they lay there, too languid and weary to move. Alyx had never quite felt this measure of tired contentment before in her life, and wondered that a day like this could be found amidst the misery of DarkSkull Hall. Maybe it just felt so good because she’d been miserable so long.

      “Tarrick, Brynn, are your families coming to visit on festival weekend?” Dawn asked.

      Alyx looked up in interest. Held two months before the end of their study year, the gates of DarkSkull would be thrown open for its annual festival. On the Sixthday, relatives of students who lived nearby or could afford to travel were welcome to visit, and everyone else had the freedom to do as they pleased. With no prior knowledge of the festival, in addition to the ban on initiates writing letters to family, Alyx and the twins had had no opportunity to invite their families. Alyx consoled herself with the knowledge that it was highly unlikely the king would have allowed Cayr or her father to travel such a distance just for a one-day visit, particularly after the Shiven attack on their convoy.

      On the Seventhday, the festival would involve hundreds of people from surrounding villages. Tarrick told them that there would be stalls, and magic displays, and at the end of the day the apprentices from DarkSkull’s First and Second Patrols would give a live exhibition match. Alyx was looking forward to it, if for no other reason than it meant two days where she didn’t have to attend classes.

      “My parents are both coming, and my elder brothers,” Tarrick said.

      Brynn shrugged. “My parents don’t own a horse, and they can’t afford the carriage ride here. They only barely saved enough to pay for me to go home and visit at the end of the year.”

      “I’m sorry, Brynn,” Alyx said awkwardly; she had no conception of what it was like to have no money.

      “It’s okay. I just have to wait a couple of months longer to see them.” He paused. “Anyway, having all of you around makes everything so much better for me. I don’t think I’ve ever really thanked you for that.”

      Alyx and the others fell into an awkward silence. Brynn had become a good friend. No longer did any of them look at him with pity. Alyx felt a twist of shame in her gut when she thought back to how she’d wanted to shun him too, just because he might have drawn Fengel and Galien’s attention to her.

      “You’ve done the same for us, Brynn,” Dawn said softly.

      “You have.” Alyx said it because it was true and because he deserved to hear it.

      Finn twirled a twig idly between his fingers. “Why do you think DarkSkull bothers with a festival? The masters here don’t care about students having fun or enjoying themselves.”

      “It’s more of an outreach thing,” Tarrick replied. “The Mage Council likes to make sure they have good relationships with regular people. The festival is a way to keep on good terms with all the villages in the area who have to live with a valley full of training mages next door.”

      Brynn jumped up with a grin. “Who wants to dance?”

      Alyx groaned, but only half-heartedly. Brynn’s mage talent, while very specific and not considered to be worth much, was powerful. He loved music, and his power extended to being able to sound whatever tunes he knew.

      His taste ran to the catchy, upbeat, and largely bawdy tavern songs he’d grown up listening to in his home village. Many of the lyrics made Alyx blush, which caused no end of amusement for the others.

      “Only if you keep it fast,” Finn called out. “No slow dancing.”

      “Deal.”

      Brynn began singing a particularly catchy song—his voice sounding both the lyrics and the melody, as if he was the entire band himself—and began to dance around on the grass. Finn got up to join him; his own awkward style of dancing making everyone laugh.

      The music was infectious and soon they were all up and dancing together under the light of the setting sun. Alyx didn’t really know how to dance outside the long, complex formal dances she’d been forced to learn as a child. She found this sort of aimless dancing much more fun, and although she wasn’t anywhere near as good as Brynn or Tarrick, she wasn’t as bad as Finn, so she was comfortable enough joining in.

      It was fully dark when they eventually gathered the horses and rode slowly back to DarkSkull Hall. The night was balmy, the stars and two moons shining brightly overhead. None of them spoke much; they simply enjoyed the evening.

      Alyx fantasized what it would be like to be alone with Cayr back in that field, with the moonlight shining above them. She still remembered his kisses like they’d happened yesterday and felt the memory of the warm, tingling feeling they’d given her.

      They went into the dining hall and sat at their usual table. The popular table was emptier than usual with the absence of First Patrol, but the room felt more relaxed because of it. She passed Ladan eating his dinner on her way back to her table and paused.

      “What did you do with your day off? It’s the first nice day we’ve had in months.”

      He looked up, gave a slight shrug. “I went for a run up around the valley walls. It was nice.”

      “A run?” She chuckled. “You didn’t want to do something more relaxing?”

      “I saw you all at the pools on my way back down. Looked like you had a nice afternoon too.”

      “We did. I feel a lot better than I did this morning.”

      “I’m glad,” he said.

      Ladan didn’t seem to have any more to say, and feeling awkward, Alyx smiled a goodbye and continued on to her table. After they’d eaten, Finn took Dawn and Brynn to the library to study for the next day’s mathematics test. Galien’s absence meant Alyx didn’t have to join them, and so Tarrick walked her back to her room and she took the opportunity to get an early night.

      

      When she looked in the mirror the following morning, Alyx saw colour in her face for the first time since arriving at DarkSkull Hall. Her skin had tanned from the sunbathing the previous day, and eating better meant she’d filled out some. The tiredness was still there in her green eyes, however, and she didn’t think that would ever completely go away.
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      A couple of weeks later, they were dismissed from mapping class early and went to the stables to groom the horses before racing to make it to the dining hall for dinner.

      As had become her habit, Alyx offered a friendly wave in Ladan’s direction when she caught his gaze. And as always, he acknowledged her wave with a grave nod and slight smile, before returning to his food.

      Weary from the day’s labour, Alyx and Dawn farewelled the boys after dinner to head back to their room and sleep.

      “Oh, no!” Dawn groaned as they reached their room.

      “What?”

      “I left my staff in the stables. Howell will kill me if he finds out.”

      Alyx sighed. Dawn wasn’t exaggerating. If anyone found Dawn’s staff in the stables and told Howell, she would be looking at weeks of dishes duty, or worse. And not unlike Madam Grange, Howell also didn’t believe in the person making the infraction to be the only one to receive punishment. He was obsessed by the notion of teamwork. If Dawn was caught, then all of them would be doing dishes for weeks.

      “We’d best go get it then,” Alyx said reluctantly.

      “I don’t know. First Patrol got back yesterday.”

      “Then we have to hope they’re tired from their trip and asleep in their beds.”

      “At least it’s dark.” Dawn glanced out the window. “Less chance of me getting spotted breaking the rules. I’ll go alone, this is my fault.”

      “If you get caught, you know Howell will have all of us cleaning bathrooms for a month,” Alyx said. “If coming along to help as a lookout means I avoid that, then I’m all for it.”

      “Are you sure?” Dawn asked.

      “I feel like a walk anyway,” Alyx said, opening the door for her. “Come on, let’s hurry.”

      Her real fear was not of Madame Grange, but of Galien and Fengel. Both nemeses had been quiet the weeks since the choking incident, but Alyx and the others had been very careful too. Instinct told Alyx that Galien had meant what he’d said—one day he’d try to kill her again, no matter what Howell or the masters believed.

      What she would be able to do if Dawn was attacked, Alyx had no idea, but the idea of Dawn facing either of them alone was horrifying. At least if Alyx was nearby, she supposed she could run for help. She toyed briefly with the idea of suggesting they bring Tarrick, but trying to sneak into the boys’ dormitory this time of night substantially increased their chances of getting caught—and being seen by Galien or his friends.

      They crept down the shadowy hall, pausing at the top of the stairs as Grange passed below holding a lantern. Once her footsteps were no longer audible, they crept down the stairs, dashed across the open foyer and slipped out the door.

      For a few moments they crouched in the shadows nearby in case somebody had seen them come out, but the grounds looked deserted.

      “If we go directly to the stables, we’ll have to cross all that open ground,” Dawn murmured. “And the moon is bright; surely we’ll be seen.”

      “What if we go through the orchards?” Alyx suggested. “It means we have to go the long way, but they’ll provide cover most of the way to the stables.”

      “Good plan.”

      They kept to the shadows along the wall of the dormitory hall all the way to its end, then dashed across a piece of open ground until they reached the canopy of the western edge of the orchard. It was dim under the trees, but they could see the faint shadow of the wide path that ran down the centre. The sweet smell of apples permeated the balmy summer night, making Alyx’s mouth water.

      It took several minutes to reach the opposite end of the orchard, and once again they crouched in the shadows. A narrow swath of open grass lay between them and the side entrance to the barn. Moonlight lit the undulating fields beyond that; the area was seemingly deserted.

      “Let’s go.”

      Alyx and Dawn ran across the grass, reaching the stable door and ducking inside without anybody calling out or raising the alarm. A single lantern hung from the centre of the barn roof, casting a dim orange glow over the interior.

      “Where did you leave it?” Alyx whispered.

      “It should be over near Silver’s stall. That’s where I left it while I was grooming her.”

      The white mare was snoozing as they approached her stall. Dawn gave a soft cry of relief as she saw her staff leaning against the wall of the empty stall beside Silver’s. Across the way, Tingo snorted and moved forward as he scented Alyx.

      “Shush,” she told the big stallion, going across to rub his nose.

      By the time she’d calmed him and turned back to Dawn, the girl had gone white.

      “Dawn? What’s wrong?”

      “In here, quickly,” Dawn hissed, opening the empty stall door next to Silver.

      Galvanised by the fear in Dawn’s voice, Alyx ran across the intervening space and into the empty stall. Dawn came in after her, shut the door and pulled Alyx down to crouch in the straw.

      “What is it?”

      “Galien,” Dawn murmured. “I can hear his thoughts nearby.”

      Alyx’s heart started pounding. While Galien and his bullies had been away, some of the immediate danger had faded from Alyx’s mind. Now it returned in full force and the two girls clutched hands tightly.

      A second later, voices sounded and the barn door opened with a slight creak. From the sound of the voices there were three people entering the barn. Dawn nodded softly at Alyx’s questioning look—Galien was one of them.

      “Are we ready?” a voice Alyx recognised as Fengel’s spoke.

      “Of course we’re ready,” Galien said.

      “You’re arrogant if you think it will be easy,” spoke a third voice. Alyx thought it might be Tarran. “It’s complicated and I think overly risky, with no guaranteed outcome. A lot of things could go wrong.”

      “And you’re stupid if you think I’m not strong enough to make it easy,” Galien said coldly.

      “Have you spoken to the council?”

      “Yes, while we were in Carhall. Everything is in play, and the quarry are being closely tracked. The council confirmed their orders, with one extra detail.”

      “Which is?” Fengel sounded annoyed.

      “They want us to take the….”

      Abruptly Dawn stiffened at Alyx’s side, going rigid with fear. At the same moment, Galien’s voice rang out again.

      “Someone is here,” he said. “Find them!”

      Alyx and Dawn crept to the back of the stall as Galien’s companions began slamming open stall doors. Light blossomed as one of them lit a second lamp. Alyx saw the sheer terror in Dawn’s eyes, and knowing the other girl was just as scared as she was inexplicably calmed her. She knew she didn’t dare make a sound by trying to speak to Dawn, so she tried framing a thought of reassurance in her mind instead, hoping Dawn could read it with her telepathic power.

      Dawn glanced at her, and her rigid posture relaxed slightly. An image suddenly appeared in Alyx’s mind, the calm surface of a deep lake, followed quickly by a brick wall. Dawn was telling her to shield her thoughts, but Alyx wasn’t particularly good at that—she’d never practiced like Howell had insisted.

      A moment later, Fengel kicked open the door to the stall they were hiding in, holding the lantern up high. A vicious look of triumph crossed his face when he saw them.

      “Get out.” He motioned with the lantern.

      Alyx swallowed and stood, straightening her shoulders and trying to hide her fear. She was so sick of being afraid of these young men, but try as she might, she couldn’t prevent it.

      Galien turned toward them as they left the shelter of the stall, a gleam appearing in his dark Shiven eyes.

      “Well, well, if it’s not the Rionnans.”

      “We’re just here to pick up something we left behind earlier,” Alyx said as calmly as she could.

      “Is that so?” He smiled coldly. “What a perfect opportunity. You’ve all been so good at avoiding me. And now? Well, nobody even knows you’re here, do they?”

      “Of course they do,” Alyx said boldly. “Madame Grange sent us down here. As if we would leave our dormitory after curfew without permission.”

      “Really?” Galien’s face turned from amused to cruel in the blink of an eye. “I think you’re lying.”

      An expression of concentration flickered on Galien’s face, and Dawn cried out, her hands rising to clutch her head.

      “Dawn?” Alyx looked at her friend in concern.

      “He’s ransacking her mind.” Fengel chuckled. “She’s not strong enough to keep him out; nobody is strong enough to hold off Galien.”

      Something about that bothered Alyx, but the sight of her friend’s pain pushed all other thoughts from her mind. Dawn’s face had gone even whiter and a drop of blood beaded where she’d bitten her lip. Galien held her for a few minutes, then let go. Dawn swayed, and would have crumpled to the ground if Alyx hadn’t grabbed her. They staggered a few steps before righting themselves. Alyx kept her hand on Dawn’s arm in case the girl became dizzy again.

      “So, you were lying.” A predatory light shone from his eyes. “Nobody knows you’re here.”

      “Dawn, are you all right?” Alyx squeezed Dawn’s arm, increasingly worried about her.

      “Yes,” she rasped. “I’ll be fine. Just a little headache, that’s all.”

      The image of the lake flickered in Alyx’s mind again. Dawn was telling her to be calm.

      “Daddy’s soldiers can’t help you here, Lady Egalion,” Galien taunted. “And when Daddy and his soldiers aren’t here, you’re nothing, are you? Nothing but a spoilt rich girl who can’t look after herself.”

      Alyx’s mind was on overdrive, trying to think of a way to get out. Her small dagger was in her boot and her staff was slung over her back. Any move to grab either would surely be noticed and stopped, however. They were facing almost fully trained mages. It wasn’t until a few seconds later that Galien’s words penetrated her mind, and she realised how right he was. Alone, she was useless.

      But she wasn’t alone. Dawn was there, and hurting. As subtly as she could, Alyx shifted so that Dawn was partially shielded behind her. If Galien’s attention was on Alyx, it might give Dawn time to recover.

      “Listen to me, girl!” Her head shot up as Galien’s voice hissed through the room. Her mouth went dry at the look on his face, all remnants of bravery fleeing.

      “Just think, when I kill you, and your daddy finds out his precious daughter was killed by a Shiven, what do you think his reaction will be?” Galien came closer, smiling now. “War, do you think?”

      “I think you’ll be kicked out of DarkSkull.” It took everything Alyx had to speak the words instead of whimper with terror.

      “You think I’m stupid enough to let DarkSkull find out it was me?” he chuckled. “No, only your daddy will find out. He will tell his friend the king and demand vengeance. Rionn will go to war with Shivasa, and we will destroy you and take your country for our own.”

      “Do you really think that’s going to happen? Is that why you want to kill me?” she asked, incredulity momentarily eclipsing her fear.

      “No, that’s not what you’re really after,” Dawn said, pushing Alyx aside, her voice sounding stronger. “Yes, you hate Alyx, but your talk of war is just a taunt. I can see that…what is it you really hate, Galien?”

      Alyx glanced between Galien and Dawn, torn between being terrified for her friend, and impressed that Dawn had the courage to use her power against him. The girl’s face was a picture of concentration, her eyes half-closed.

      “Get out of my head,” Galien said quietly.

      “You dislike Rionnans in general,” Dawn continued, ignoring him. “Because of what happened to your father. But you hate Alyx for a very particular reason. Ah… I can see now. She threatens you.”

      Galien snarled, and Dawn’s eyes slammed closed, hand going to her head as she moaned in pain. Alyx had to catch her again when she gasped and swayed.

      “Stop, he’s hurting you,” Alyx urged.

      “Why?” Dawn rallied, ignoring Alyx as she pushed further. “As hard as you’re trying, you can’t keep me out, Galien. You’re a seething mess of anger and low self-esteem. You think being a mage makes you important, and you cling to that, making everyone fear you. You have to be the most feared, the most powerful in the room. You need that. Alyx threatens it, doesn’t she? But why?”

      “Knock them both out,” Galien said flatly, gesturing to Fengel. “We’ll get them off the grounds and—”

      “Galien!” Tarran’s voice cut him off. The apprentice was looking warily between Galien and Fengel. “Remember the plan. We have orders.”

      Galien turned on him in a flash, fury seething from him. “Don’t you dare tell me what to do.”

      Tarran stood his ground, keeping his voice pitched low and calm. “We have time for that, Galien. Just not now. I want to graduate.”

      “He’s right.” Fengel looked like the words tasted sour in his mouth.

      “Then get out of here if you don’t have the stomach for it!” Galien snarled at them.

      Just as Alyx was debating whether she should go for her knife and take advantage of their momentary distraction, the door behind them slammed open, splintering on its hinges. Tarrick shouldered through the door, his hands alight with a bright pearlescent shimmer. Finn was a step behind, staff clutched determinedly in his hands. At her brother’s presence, Dawn’s shoulders straightened and she stepped away from Alyx’s supporting arm.

      “You leave them alone,” Tarrick demanded, raising his glowing hands.

      Alyx twitched slightly as a strange tingling crept along her forearms and hands. A small measure of relief filled her to have Tarrick and his power here, but they were still in dire danger.

      “So, you managed to call your friends? That’s mildly impressive, but ultimately useless. Now you’ll all die.” Galien looked at Dawn as he spoke. She said nothing, but met his gaze fearlessly. Alyx couldn’t believe the bravery she was showing.

      An image flashed into her mind of the back stable door. That was quickly followed by another image of them running out the door. Then a whisper of thought.

      Be ready.

      “He told you to leave us alone,” Finn said, edging closer to his sister, staff held out threateningly before him.

      Galien laughed. “Are you really stupid enough to think we’re scared of you? That disappoints me, the kill will be far too easy.”

      There was the briefest second of silence after Galien finished speaking. Into that silence came the sound of voices approaching the stables, clear because of the open door. The voices belonged to Masters Howell and Rothai.

      That was enough for Fengel and Tarran, who turned on their heels and ran. Galien hesitated, eyes going to the open door.

      NOW! Dawn shouted into their minds at the same time Tarrick raised his fists and sent a single ball of concussive energy shooting towards the roof.

      Tarrick’s magic exploded as they were running for the back door. The concussive blast thundered through Alyx’s ears and was a physical force against her back, almost sending her flying through the exit. Brynn came running around from the side of the barn as they burst out, and all five of them sprinted for the dormitories.

      Alyx’s breath rasped in her chest, heart pounding as she forced her legs to run as fast as they possibly could. They fled as a group, fleeing across the open fields and eventually making it to the dormitory buildings. They stopped outside the door of the female dorm, gasping for air.

      “They didn’t follow us,” Finn said in relief.

      Alyx bent over her knees, her lungs struggling for air and her entire body trembling with shock.

      “Nice job, Brynn.” Tarrick slapped him on the back. “You had them convinced Howell and Rothai were coming. It gave us the second we needed to get out.”

      “Thank everything you were able to get through to me, Dawn,” Finn said. “I heard you in my head as clear as day. If you hadn’t…”

      “That was Alyx,” Dawn said. “If she hadn’t calmed me, I would have been too terrified to focus enough to reach you. I think she saved us.”

      “What did you do?” Brynn asked.

      Alyx panted. “I don’t know.”

      “She sent an image into my mind of calmness and strength. It wasn’t just an image though, the thought was actually filled with reassurance and focus. I felt it.”

      “Maybe you’re developing some sort of telepathic power as well.” Tarrick frowned.

      “At this point, I don’t really care.” Alyx tried to hide her shaking legs by leaning on the wall for support. “I just want to get safely inside without being spotted and sleep.”

      “Yeah, Finn, Tarrick and I best get back before someone notices we’re gone. We’ll see you in the morning.” Brynn raised a hand in farewell.

      “Wait.” Alyx stopped them. “You saved our lives just now. You didn’t have to come and put yourselves in danger like that, but you did. Thank you.”

      “I was duty bound to help,” Tarrick said soberly. “When Finn came banging on my door, there was no other choice for me.”

      With that pronouncement, Tarrick turned and walked away. They watched him go for a second.

      “Dawn is my sister. I’ll always protect her.” Finn shrugged self-consciously. “And you are my friend, Alyx.”

      “I will never forget the day you stood up for me against Fengel, Dawn, and you didn’t even know me,” Brynn said softly. “Like Tarrick said, there was no choice for me either.”

      “Goodnight,” Dawn said, as Alyx fought the tears pricking at her eyes.

      “You all right, Alyx?” Dawn asked as the boys walked away.

      “Yes.” She straightened from the wall. “Not really.”

      “Me either. I can’t stop shaking.”

      “You were really brave in there,” Alyx said.

      “So were you.”

      “I didn’t feel brave,” she admitted. “I felt useless. Come on, we’d best get inside before Grange sees us. I can’t believe nobody saw us running straight over the open grounds.”

      

      Once safely in their room, Alyx sat on the bed and pulled off her boots, realizing that the trembling was fading. Now she just felt exhausted.

      “How did you find the courage to read Galien’s thoughts like that?”

      “I don’t know.” Dawn paused as she thought about it. “I suppose after he rifled through my mind, I thought that fair was fair, and I could do the same thing. He’s so strong, but I think I might be stronger than him… at telepathy I mean.”

      “I don’t understand how he could read your mind. I thought mages only had one power?”

      Dawn sighed. “I don’t know, it’s probably some mage thing we don’t understand because we’re innocents.”

      “What you said about him… were you really reading that from his thoughts?”

      “Every bit of it. You threaten him, and that’s the reason he hates you so much. I couldn’t get a hold on why though, he was burying that too deep.”

      “Dawn?” Alyx blew out the lamp and crawled into her own bed.

      “Yes?”

      “I don’t want to sound self-pitying, and I’m honestly not just feeling sorry for myself, but what Galien said tonight is true,” Alyx said, struggling to articulate how she truly felt. “Without my father, and his soldiers, and his power and money, I am just a spoilt rich girl.”

      “Do you want me to respond to that honestly?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then yes, Galien was right, but only partially,” came the soft reply. “You’re more than just rich and spoiled. You’re also smart, and braver than you think, and you do care about others, as much as you try not to. Don’t think I didn’t notice how you tried to shield me back there by drawing Galien’s attention to you.”

      Alyx laughed softly. “Thanks for being honest, Dawn.”

      “Alyx...” she hesitated. “Howell had a point the other day. Maybe Galien wouldn’t find you such an easy target if you tried harder at things.”

      “I don’t want to try harder!” The words burst out of her, hanging in the air and making her realise how self-pitying she sounded. When she spoke next, her voice was quiet. “I promised my father I’d do my best here, but I know I haven’t. I just don’t feel like I’m good at any of it. I don’t have magic, and I’m terrible at sparring. Even if I did try harder in classes, I don’t know how that will stop Galien coming after me.”

      “You don’t know what would happen if you tried.”

      Dawn didn’t say anymore, turning over under the covers and falling silent. Not long after, her steady breathing indicated she’d fallen asleep.

      It was a long time before Alyx could sleep, her mind swinging between remembered fear of the night’s events, and her promise to her father.
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      “What do you think they were up to?” Finn asked, mouth full of porridge.

      “Who?” Dawn glanced at her brother’s table manners in distaste.

      He rolled his eyes. “Who do you think? You said Fengel mentioned some sort of plan. What if they’re planning something bad?”

      “Didn’t Dawn also say Galien mentioned speaking to the council about whatever this plan is?” Tarrick asked. “Whatever they’re up to, it sounds like he has the council’s permission.”

      “We should tell Howell, at least,” Dawn said.

      “And admit to being in the stables after curfew and leaving your staff in there?” Alyx asked.

      “He needs to know Galien is still intent on killing us,” she pushed.

      “He doesn’t believe Galien is trying to kill us.” Alyx tried to keep the exasperation from her voice but mostly failed. “I think we should just continue to avoid Galien as best we can. It only needs to be until the end of the year, and then we go home.”

      “Except for those of us coming back,” Finn said pointedly.

      Alyx shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know what to do, Finn, I’m sorry. I just want to survive the next couple of months and I can’t think of a better way to do that.”

      “None of us know what to do,” Brynn said, slamming his spoon onto the table angrily.

      They all turned to stare at him.

      “I’m sorry,” he said passionately. “But even though Alyx can’t wait to see the back of us, and Tarrick looks down on us like we’re the peasants of the mage world, you’re all my friends and I care about you. I’m afraid of something happening to any of you.”

      They all stared at him. Alyx felt emotion lurch in her chest; of all of them, Brynn was the one she felt closest too, that she was most comfortable with. His words made her realise again that she would care if anything happened to him or the twins, or even to Tarrick.

      “Thanks, Brynn,” Dawn ended up saying, a soft smile on her face.

      Both Finn and Tarrick looked away awkwardly, especially Tarrick, and nodded acknowledgement of Dawn’s words.

      “How about this. We’ll tell Howell what we heard, but not the details of how?” Tarrick suggested. “We can say we overheard them while grooming the horses or something.”

      Alyx’s attention was caught by Ladan’s figure striding towards them across the room. He stopped by their table, plate in hand.

      “Can I talk to you for a moment, Alyx?”

      “Of course.”

      Alyx rose and followed Ladan out of the dining hall and into one of the gardens near the kitchen. He stopped when he was sure they were alone. His green eyes were an intense mix of concern and fury.

      “I heard what happened last night. Are you all right?”

      “How did you hear about it?” she asked in surprise.

      “Doesn’t matter,” he said tersely. “Are you all right?”

      “Physically, I’m fine. They didn’t hurt us, although they intended to,” she said. “Thank you for asking.”

      He shrugged, his eyes drifting away from her. “Next time, tell your telepath friend to call me.”

      “I don’t know if she knows you well enough to…”

      “Then I’ll come to your next lesson with Master Howell,” he interrupted. “She can practice reaching my mind.”

      “All right.” Alyx paused. “How are you, Ladan?”

      “I’m fine.” He looked back at her. “Take care of yourself.”

      Alyx returned to the table to face four identical questioning looks.

      “Ladan says next time we get into trouble, he wants you to contact him, Dawn.”

      Dawn looked taken aback, but nodded warily. “I don’t know his mind well enough to guarantee that I could. Finn is the only one I can reliably contact now when we’re any distance apart.”

      “He said he’ll come to our next session with Howell so that you can become more familiar with his mind.”

      “Oh.”

      “How did he find out what happened?” Finn leaned in to whisper.

      Alyx shrugged.

      Tarrick leaned back in his chair, arms behind his head. “He’s an odd one. Superb fighter though. I think he’d even give my brothers a close fight.”

      “I think we should take him up on his offer if we get into trouble again.” Alyx looked at Dawn.

      “Maybe. I can try at least.”

      “A question,” Brynn said. “Why does he want to help us?”

      “I have no idea.” Dawn shot a look at Alyx, but she shrugged.

      “I don’t know either. He won’t tell me.”

      “I’m not trying to be negative,” Brynn said. “But even if Ladan truly did want to help us, his mage powers haven’t appeared yet either. He may be a good fighter, but that will mean nothing against a mage of Galien’s power.”

      Alyx knew Brynn was right, and offered him a resigned shrug as she turned to finish off her breakfast. Further conversation was prevented as Howell appeared at the dining hall entrance, clearly looking for them. With a sigh, they stood and cleared away their dishes and then went to their master.

      

      Five thick tomes awaited them in the spacious room where they learned from Howell. The books were dusty and old, with yellowed pages. Each had the same title: A History of Mages. This was the first time they’d done any sort of bookwork with Howell since their arrival, and they all looked curiously at him.

      “Initiate exams are the week before your departure,” he said cheerfully. “The test will be based on material in that book.”

      “Initiate exams?” Alyx asked.

      “Yes. You won’t be allowed back here to continue studying unless you pass the exams. Mage apprentices are required to have a working knowledge of mage history and lore, as well as the rules we have to live by.”

      “What about our other classes?” Finn asked. “Will we be tested on mapping and languages and everything else we’ve been learning?”

      “Not until your second year. Initiates are only required to pass an exam relating to general knowledge of mage lore.”

      “And you’re telling us this now?” Dawn asked in some consternation.

      “Several weeks is plenty of time to memorise that book.”

      Alyx picked up a copy of the book with purpose. Keeping her promise to her father meant passing her first year at DarkSkull. She would pass this exam if it meant studying every night from now until the day of the exam.

      “Sir, before we start, can we tell you something?” Dawn asked.

      “Go on.”

      Alyx nodded at Dawn, who recounted the details of what they’d overheard in the barn the previous night. “It seemed suspicious, sir, so we wanted to tell you.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “And you overheard this while grooming your horses yesterday afternoon?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “If Galien and his friends were planning something nefarious, why would they be speaking about it in the stables during a time when many students are in there working with the horses?”

      “I...” Dawn looked at Alyx for help, but she shrugged, unable to think of anything.

      “Dare I assume that this tale has something to do with the singed barn roof that was discovered this morning? Perhaps this conversation was overheard at a different time?” He eyed them one by one.

      All of them were silent, Alyx looking guiltily at the floor when Howell’s gaze turned in her direction. Eventually their master sighed, one hand lifting to rub at his eyes.

      “I can hardly have Galien and Fengel censured for being out after curfew if you were all out too,” he said pointedly. “As to what you heard, I’ll speak to Master Rothai. It’s likely Galien was given a task by the council during the time they were in Carhall. As he grows stronger in his powers he is being given more responsibility.”

      “He would have killed Dawn and I last night if Finn, Tarrick and Brynn hadn’t come along,” Alyx said boldly. “I know you don’t believe us, but it’s true. They were going to make it look like we’d run away because we were out of our rooms without anyone knowing.”

      “I read his thoughts,” Dawn cut in when Howell opened his mouth to speak. “That was his intent.”

      “Galien has a powerful and well-trained telepathic ability,” Howell said firmly. “Even Master Romas struggles to beat his shielding. You saw what Galien wanted you to see in his head. He wants to scare you.”

      The door opened then, breaking the tense silence that had built up. The initiate who appeared apologised profusely for getting the wrong room and left again, slamming the door behind him.

      “Right, those books.” Howell pointed to the tomes. “It’s important you study them.”

      “Sir, what about—

      “I heard what you said, Alyx,” Howell spoke with a note of finality in his voice. “As I was saying, you’ll have to study hard if you want to memorise this book for the exams.”

      “That whole book?” Tarrick raised an eyebrow.

      “Piece of cake.” Finn smiled happily.

      Alyx was glad when Dawn threw a shoe at her brother.

      

      They left soon after, each of them lugging a heavy tome. Alyx glanced back as they reached the door and saw Howell sitting in his chair staring at the floor, an expression of deep concern on his face.

      “What we said rattled him,” Dawn murmured. “I think he might have believed us this time.”

      “I hope so,” she said. “I really do.”

      

      A lighter atmosphere increased the morale at DarkSkull Hall as spring settled firmly over the previously gloomy valley. The warmer weather made rising early much easier, and working outside pleasant. Mages teaching indoor classes found themselves with students more distracted than ever as they stared yearningly out into the bright sunshine.

      Everyone was looking forward to the festival weekend, particularly when one of the mage masters, who had the convenient talent of being able to predict weather, announced that it was going to be a sunny and warm day.

      The final months of her year at DarkSkull otherwise dragged painfully for Alyx. The days seemed longer, and her lessons, while always tedious and tiring, now seemed to take longer than ever. She thought about Cayr constantly, seeing him in her mind before going to sleep, then dreaming about him.

      Her friends tolerated her continuous mention of Cayr’s name with rolled eyes and teasing jests about the wedding. She still hadn’t shown any signs of developing mage power, which was the one bright spot. She just wanted to go home, and it was starting to look like she might actually make it.

      

      Finally the festival arrived, dawning sunny and warm with cloudless blue skies above the valley. By the time Alyx and Dawn had dressed and tidied their room, the sky had begun to lighten outside, and they headed off to breakfast.

      Finn was literally bouncing up and down in his seat as they arrived, excitement written all over his face.

      “We have two whole days off!” he announced.

      “Really?” Dawn rolled her eyes at Brynn, who smiled. Catching it, Alyx frowned; his smile hadn’t quite reached his eyes—she didn’t think she’d ever seen that before. Come to think of it, Brynn hadn’t been his usual cheerful self for the previous few days. She wondered if something was wrong.

      “I can’t wait to spend some time in this place without so many students around,” Finn said. “Even better, First Patrol are spending the day practicing for their exhibition match tomorrow. We’ll be safe to study in peace on that massive tome Howell expects us to memorise.”

      Dawn and Tarrick’s shared look indicated that studying in the library didn’t rate highly on their intended plans for the day. Alyx smothered a smile.

      “Could we all meet for dinner?” Dawn asked. “I’d really like to meet your family, Tarrick.”

      “Sounds good.” Tarrick stood. “I’d best be off to brush my hair neatly and put on my good shirt. I’ll see you all at dinner.”

      “I think I’m going to take a walk by the lake, alone.” Brynn stood too. “I’ll find you later.”

      “Check the library first, we’ll most likely be there,” Finn called after him.

      “Is he all right?” Alyx asked Dawn.

      “Brynn? He seems fine to me. Did he say something to you?”

      “No.” Alyx frowned. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

      Alyx and the twins lingered at the breakfast table, enjoying the unheard of luxury of not having to rush off to sparring lessons. Students who were expecting visitors left to make their way out to the front steps and wait.

      “Hey, Alyx!”

      Alyx turned in her chair to see it was Jayn who’d shouted across the dining hall. The apprentice was hovering in the doorway and waved when she saw she’d caught Alyx’s attention.

      “I think one of the visitors out there is for you.”

      Jayn ran off before Alyx could question her further and she turned to the twins, bewildered.

      “It has to be a mistake, but I’ll go and see what she’s talking about. Will you wait here for me?”

      “Sure.” Finn rose. “I want more tea, anyway.”

      Alyx jogged though the main hall and came out at the top of the massive front steps. The grounds spread out before her, emerald green under the light of the rapidly warming sun. A steady stream of people were coming along the main road. Amongst them was a small group of dark-skinned Zandians looking around in anticipation. Alyx smiled when they spotted Tarrick’s tall figure approaching them and broke into a chorus of excited greetings.

      Other visitors called greetings as Alyx’s gaze scanned over those gathered, and the number of initiates and apprentices standing on the steps thinned as they spotted the people coming to see them. Mystified as to what Jayn had been talking about, she widened her gaze, searching beyond the huddle of those at the steps.

      That was when she spotted the distinctive uniforms of the Rionnan Blue Guard as they came down the road, horses and tack gleaming in the sun. One of the riders detached from the group, kicking his horse into a gallop around the crowd and towards the steps. His bay stallion was big and showy and he rode with casual arrogance.

      Alyx stared in utter surprise as he pulled up at the base of the steps, eyes scanning the waiting students.

      “Dashan!” An uncontrollable grin spread over her face and she found herself running down the steps to him.

      “Haha!” He jumped down from his horse to swing her up in his arms and spin her around, dark eyes bright and sparkling as he grinned up at her.

      “Look at you, mage-girl.” He finally put her down. “You’re all grown up!”

      “You’re safe! I can’t believe it’s you. What are you doing here?” The words poured out of her.

      He grinned again and took off his hat, revealing his short dark hair. “Wow, Alyx, I barely recognised you.”

      “Stop blathering and tell me something!”

      “I came because Cayr asked me to,” Dashan said. “He thought you might like to see a familiar face amongst your escort home.”

      “He did?”

      “He and your father both wrote you a letter.” His mouth quirked as he tugged two bulky packages from his jacket. “We almost had to pay for an extra berth on the ship, they’re so heavy.”

      “You brought me letters!” she said with glee.

      “Wait!” He yanked the letters back before she could grab them. “After I’ve come all this way, I expect to at least be given a tour of this DarkSkull Hall I’ve heard so much about before you hide away to read those.”

      “I hate it here.” She sniffed.

      He laughed aloud. “Well, I never liked school much myself. Maybe you could drop out and join the Blue Guard too? We could use a good cook right now; you can cook right, being a girl and all?”

      “Lieutenant?” Another of the Blue Guard rode up. “What do you want us to do?”

      Dashan looked questioningly at Alyx.

      She sighed and rolled her eyes. “All right, I’ll give you a tour. I suppose you deserve that much at least—those letters do look heavy.”

      “Excellent. Take the unit back to Weeping Stead, Nario. I’ll meet you back there this afternoon.”

      “Will do.” Nario tipped his hat, wheeled his horse and rode away.

      “Weeping Stead?” Alyx asked.

      “It’s a village just on the other side of the valley wall, about a half hour’s ride. It’s on the road here. You probably didn’t see it on the way in because it was dark. We’ll be billeted there for the next two months.”

      “You will?”

      Dashan nodded. “The king ordered that we stay so you’ll have us nearby. Then, when the year finishes, we’ll escort you and the A’ndreas twins home. Now, how about that tour?”

      “Come and see the twins first. I know they’ll want to see you. We don’t talk about it much, but they’ve been as worried as I have that you and the other Bluecoats made it home safely.”

      He offered an arm with twinkling eyes. “Lead on.”

      She took his arm and led him up the steps into the main hall. Up close, it was obvious he’d grown taller in the past seven months. He would be twenty now, and looked a full-grown man. He wore his hair short, though it was spiky from the hat he’d been wearing. A few days of stubble coated his jaw.

      “So.” He leaned down to whisper theatrically in her ear. “Are there really ghosts here?”

      She laughed.

      He smiled. “Can you turn me into a mouse yet?”

      She laughed again. “If I could, you’d already be a mouse scurrying along at my feet.”

      “Disappointing.” He sighed. “What crazy magical power do you have?”

      “That is yet to be discovered.” She looked up at him. “It’s a long story.”

      “Well.” He playfully pulled her close. “I have all day.”

      The twins were as astonished as Alyx had been when Dashan appeared in the dining hall. Finn barely waited until he’d sat down before launching into the same questions that had been building up in Alyx since she’d first seen Dashan.

      “Did you all make it safely back to Alistriem? What was the king’s reaction to the attack on us? Did you find out why we were attacked?”

      “Yes, we all made it back.” Dashan sighed and ran his fingers through his hair. “The king was furious. Skirmishes in the disputed area are one thing, but Rionn and Shivasa are not at war, and the attack on us was unprovoked. The Shiven claimed we were an armed unit riding without permission across their border, which was blatantly untrue because we were still in the disputed area when they attacked.”

      “The king didn’t believe them, did he?” Alyx demanded.

      “No, but he couldn’t publicly accuse them of lying without risking escalation to war. Instead, he came to an agreement with the leader of Shivasa that both sides would start notifying the other of every patrol in the disputed area.”

      “Oh.”

      Dashan made a face. “There was an official parchment signing ceremony and everything. It dragged on for hours, and I was assigned guard detail.”

      “Sounds like fun.” Dawn’s mouth quirked in a smile. “Is it safe to go home overland, or will we need to travel by ship?”

      “Alyx’s father and the king secured permission for your return journey through the disputed area, and the Shiven wouldn’t dare attack us this time. The king made it very clear who Alyx is the daughter of.” Dashan’s jaw tensed. “They weren’t confident enough to send my unit through the disputed area to get here though.”

      “You’re worried.” Alyx touched his arm.

      “No, I’m sure it’s fine.” He shrugged off her concern. “I’m just grumpy because it took us almost two months to get here by ship, and over half the unit got seasick.”

      “Not you?” Alyx teased.

      “Of course not me! Let me tell you though, it smelled bad.” He grinned at the look of distaste on all their faces. “Now, I want to hear all about DarkSkull Hall.”

      “All right, let me tell you first about languages and mathematics classes.”

      The distaste on Dashan’s face made her chuckle. “You have to do both those things?”

      “And a lot of others,” she said, rising. “Come on, I’ll tell you all about it while I give you the tour.”
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      Dashan left just after lunch. Alyx had shown him around the grounds and the stables, and explained a little about her life at DarkSkull Hall. The twins had left them alone to catch up and gone to the library.

      Alyx didn’t tell Dashan about Galien or the attack. Knowing Dashan, he was liable to lose his temper at someone, and that wouldn’t do anybody any good.  After the tour Alyx walked him back to the entrance, where he passed her the letters with a wink, tipped his hat at her, and rode away.

      Alyx went straight up to her empty room where she opened the letter with Cayr’s handwriting. He wrote earnestly and at length about how much he missed her. She closed her eyes for a moment, picturing him speaking the words and the way his blue eyes focused so intently on her when she was around. Smiling, she continued reading. He gave her an accounting of the work he was doing with his father, and how intimidated he was by how much there was to learn in running a country. By the time he finished the letter with anecdotes of their friends at court, some of the heaviness of her depression had lifted. She could tell from the letter that he missed her as badly as she was missing him.

      The letter from her father she left to read for later. Part of her remained angry at him, even though she didn’t quite know why. With relations with Shivasa clearly on a knife-edge, she understood intellectually that her father obeying the king’s orders was important, but still... was it wrong for her to want him to put her first?

      Eventually, hunger drove Alyx down to the dining hall. It was late afternoon by then and the orange glow of the lowering sun lit up the room. Only one person was there when she entered, sitting alone at one of the tables with the History of Mages lying open in front of him.

      “Don’t tell me they’re still in the library,” she said in surprise.

      Brynn looked up at her entrance. Immediately he closed the book and stood, walking over to the sideboard to fill two glasses with fresh lemonade. “Dawn was down here for a little bit earlier, but went back to join Finn. Come on, let’s go sit out on the veranda and watch the sun set.”

      Alyx accepted the cool glass of lemonade. “I’d like that.”

      They walked out onto the veranda and sat together on the edge, their legs dangling out over the lawn. Laid out before them were the stables, the orchards to their left, and beyond that the valley fields, and then the eastern valley wall. The sun was just above the summit of the surrounding hills, a beautiful sight.

      “So why weren’t you studying with the twins? Even I was going to join them after getting a snack.” Alyx asked.

      “No reason. I wanted some time to myself.” He gave her a sideways glance. “You’ve certainly shown a renewed interest in studying recently.”

      “I’m trying to make more of an effort.”

      “Because of your promise to your father and honouring the Egalion name and all that?” he said, a tinge of amusement in his voice.

      “Not just that,” she said quietly. “I don’t want to be so helpless all the time.”

      “I understand. I’m sorry for mocking you.”

      “It’s fine.” She frowned at the odd note in his voice. “Is everything okay? You’ve seemed... off... this past week or so.”

      He smiled his warm smile at her. “Everything is fine.”

      “All right.” She fixed him with a look, but his expression seemed sincere. “I have news—I had a surprise visitor.”

      Brynn listened closely while Alyx told him about Dashan.

      “This Cayr of yours sounds like he really cares about you—enough to send someone you knew, rather than a stranger.”

      “I know.” She sighed. “It makes me miss him even more, though.”

      “You really love him, don’t you?”

      Her breath puffed out in a laugh. “Well, I won’t claim to be an expert on it, but I always feel happier when I’m with him than when I’m not. That has to be love, right?”

      “It seems like a good indicator,” Brynn agreed. “And you’ll see him in just over two months, and this will all just become a bad memory.” He paused. “Because you truly don’t intend to return, do you?”

      “No. I mean it when I say I won’t be coming back.”

      “Mind if I join you?”

      Brynn and Alyx both turned in surprise to see Tarrick standing behind them, glass of lemonade in hand.

      “Sure.” Brynn shifted to make room for Tarrick to swing down beside them.

      “Where’s your family?” Alyx asked.

      “We had a disagreement. They’ve gone. It seems I’m a disappointment to them.” Tarrick glowered into his glass.

      “A disappointment? What do you mean?” Brynn frowned.

      Tarrick sighed and sipped at his lemonade. “I’ve told you that my family is important back in Zandia? Both of my brothers are personal protectors and advisors to the Emperor. Those are positions of great prestige and influence, and they’ve enhanced our family’s standing in the eyes of the emperor.”

      “Okay.” Brynn nodded. “But what does that have to do with you?”

      “My parents expect the same thing from me,” Tarrick admitted. “They expected I would come here and attach myself to the powerful pureblood students, like Galien. When I started telling them about the friends I had made, they got angry. They demanded to know why I was spending time with a healer and two lesser mages. Dawn being a telepath didn’t impress them much either.”

      “What did you say to that?” Alyx felt a twinge of sympathy.

      “I told them that I had no choice, that Galien and the others had shunned me.” He laughed bitterly. “That’s when they left.”

      “I’m sorry, Tarrick,” Brynn said.

      “It’s fine.” Tarrick shrugged and stood. “It’s not going to help me any by being seen sitting here with you, so I think I might just go and hide out alone in my room.”

      “Sure.”

      Alyx and Brynn watched him go, slightly bemused.

      “That pride of his…” Brynn mused. “He refuses to admit to himself that he likes us.”

      “You think he does?”

      “He has to be lonely, especially now his parents have deserted him.”

      “You sound like you’re speaking from experience?”

      Brynn sighed, and some of the cheerful light in his eyes dimmed. “It’s not only my parents I miss.”

      “Someone wise just told me that it’s only two more months until the end of the year when we can see the people we love.”

      “Yeah, I suppose you’re right.”

      “You don’t sound convinced. Brynn, are you sure you’re all right?”

      “Of course. I miss my family, like you, that’s all.”

      Alyx regarded him a minute, thinking. She wanted to do something with their limited time off, something other than sitting in a gloomy library studying with Finn. A wild idea occurred to her, and she sat up in excitement.

      “You said that your village was only a few hours from here, didn’t you?”

      “That’s right.”

      “And we have the rest of today and all of tomorrow off?”

      “Alyx?” A smile crossed his face. “What are you thinking?”

      She smiled back and reached into her tunic pocket to pull out the small store of coins she kept hidden there.

      “I’m thinking this will easily pay for a carriage ride to your village and back. We could even make sure we’re back before the festival starts tomorrow.”

      “I couldn’t.”

      “I have nothing better to spend the money on here. The only condition is that I get to come with you.”

      “Really?” Brynn’s eyes widened. “You’re serious?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Brynn shot to his feet. “The last public carriage service leaves at dusk from the other side of the bridge.”

      Alyx rose. “Then we’re going to have to hurry. Oh, wait...”

      “Galien and First Patrol have been closeted with Master Romas in there all day.” Brynn pointed at one of the nearby buildings. “I would have seen them if they’d left.”

      “Okay, let’s go!”

      Brynn stared at her for a moment, eyes shining. Then he leaned forward, hugged her fiercely and turned to sprint down the steps. Smiling and already feeling better, Alyx followed.

      

      Brynn and Alyx collected their staffs from their rooms, then met outside the main hall.

      “Should we tell Tarrick what we’re doing?” Brynn asked.

      “He’ll say no.” Alyx shook her head.

      “Alyx, come on, he and the twins will be worried if we just vanish.”

      “I know.” She sighed. “But if we linger to argue with Tarrick, we’ll miss the... wait, I have a better idea.”

      Alyx had caught sight of Jayn and an elderly woman walking towards the steps. She grabbed Brynn’s arm and ran over to them.

      “Hi.” Jayn smiled. “This is my grandmother, Merial.”

      “It’s nice to meet you,” Alyx said politely. “Jayn, could you let Tarrick know that Brynn and I are going to visit his family? We’ll be back before the festival starts tomorrow.”

      Jayn’s eyebrows shot upwards. “You want me to be the poor messenger he’ll shoot?”

      “We don’t have time to go and argue with him now. Please?”

      “All right.” Jayn acceded. “But you owe me one. Next time I get dishes duty...”

      “I’ll do it! Have fun with your grandmother!”

      

      The carriage appeared only moments after Alyx and Brynn arrived, breathless, at the stop. Alyx glanced back towards the valley as she climbed on; it felt as if a small weight had been lifted from her shoulders to be away from the DarkSkull grounds. There were only two other people in the carriage, farmers by the look of them, and both returned Brynn’s friendly greeting.

      It was dark when the carriage stopped at a signpost on the main road they’d been following southeast from DarkSkull Hall. The two farmers were still onboard, but Alyx followed Brynn as he jumped off onto the road.

      “This is your village?” she asked dryly. “The middle of nowhere?”

      He smiled. “It’s down this way.”

      He was pointing to a narrower road that forked off and led through the trees. Alyx followed as Brynn headed down it, keeping up as his pace increased with excitement. A full moon broke through the cloud cover above soon after, lighting the night around them in a dim glow.

      They weren’t walking for long before she saw lights twinkling through the trees ahead. They rounded a turn in the path, and ahead was a wide space of cleared land. In the moonlight, Alyx could see the cluster of houses that made up the village, and the wide village green right in the centre.

      “Welcome to Fotiya,” Brynn said proudly. “There are more houses that you can’t see, mainly farms, just over those hills.”

      Alyx’s first thought was that the place was tiny compared to Alistriem. At a quick count there couldn’t be more than a hundred houses. But it was dark, and she guessed it would look bigger and more vibrant in the daylight.

      “Come on, we live over here.”

      He was almost jogging now, and Alyx had to stretch her legs to keep up with him as he turned left and followed a wide dirt track lined with houses. He stopped outside a house at the end of the street. A low fence surrounded the small property, and inside was what appeared in the dimness to be a well-tended garden.

      Brynn pushed open a gate and ran to the door, hopping up the single step and knocking madly. Only a few seconds passed before the front door opened, allowing a gleam of warm light out onto the porch.

      “Brynn?” It was a woman’s voice, soft with astonishment.

      “Mother!” He grinned, then swept her up into an enormous hug.

      “Brynn, it’s really you.” Tears sheened her eyes. “How did you get here?”

      “A friend helped me.”

      Brynn turned and cast about in the shadows for Alyx. She stepped forward, feeling awkward.

      “Mother, this is Lady—”

      “Alyx,” she spoke over him. “I’m Alyx.”

      “Come in, both of you.” Brynn’s mother stepped back from the entrance. “Your father and brothers and sisters are going to be so excited to see you.”

      “I’m just Alyx here, Brynn,” she murmured to him as they walked down a narrow hall. “I don’t want to make a fuss.”

      “Sure.”

      The hall opened up into a large family room. A fire burned brightly in the corner, and the room seemed full of people. They’d been talking, but all fell silent when Brynn entered.

      “Brynn!” a young girl shrieked after a second. She launched herself off the floor and flew at her brother.

      “It’s good to see you too, Amelda.” He laughed.

      Another girl joined the hug, then the two young boys near the fire rose too. They looked like they were trying to be more dignified than their sisters, but it was clear they were overjoyed to see their brother.

      “Jorin, Rory, it’s good to see you.” Brynn shook hands with them enthusiastically before turning to hug a portly man hovering behind them. “Dad!”

      Eventually Brynn extracted himself from his family members and turned to Alyx. “Everyone, this is my friend, Alyx. She helped me come and visit.”

      “How did you afford the carriage ride?” his father asked.

      “Alyx did.”

      Alyx flushed as all eyes turned to her. “I… ah… my father gave me a little money when I came to DarkSkull.”

      “And you gave it to Brynn so he could come here and visit us?” One of the sisters piped up, a gorgeous little thing with blonde pigtails. “I think you’re nice.”

      “Not really. I had nothing else to spend the money on.”

      “Please, Alyx, have a seat.” Jorin offered her a place on the only couch in the room.

      “I’m fine standing, but thanks.”

      “No, we insist,” Rory added. “Sit down, you must be tired.”

      “You both must be hungry too,” Brynn’s mother said. “I’ve got some stew leftover from dinner. It’s not much, I’m sorry Alyx.”

      “I’m sure it will be delicious, ma’am,” she said politely, sitting awkwardly on the couch.

      “Oh, please, call me Massie.” She smiled. “Relax and make yourself at home. I’ll be back soon.”

      Massie bustled from the room, and Brynn sat next to Alyx on the couch. His sisters and brothers clustered on the floor in front of them while his father took the other chair.

      “You’re a mage too, Alyx?” Amelda asked.

      “I might be, but I don’t have any magic yet.”

      “Brynn, tell us what it’s like. We want to know everything,” the girl with the pigtails asked eagerly.

      “That might take a long time, Dana.”

      “I’m sure Father won’t make us go to bed early tonight?” She turned a hopeful look on the man in the chair.

      He chuckled. “I think we can make Brynn’s visit a special occasion. No bedtime tonight.”

      The girls chorused their excitement, and Alyx couldn’t help but smile.

      “All right, well, I’ll start from the beginning.” Brynn leant forward. “DarkSkull Hall is full of ghosts and monsters that hide in the shadows.”

      Amelda and Dana gasped, eyes going wide. “Really?”

      “Yes, and they like to eat little girls.”

      “No they don’t,” Alyx intervened, laughing. “Brynn is trying to scare you. I haven’t seen any ghosts or monsters.”

      “Thank you, Alyx,” Amelda said crossly. “Brynn, tell us the truth.”

      “You spoil all my fun, Alyx,” he mock-complained. “All right, what do you want to know?”

      Massie bustled in as they were talking and gave Brynn and Alyx a bowl of steaming stew with a hunk of bread. The bread was dry, and there was hardly any meat in the stew, but Alyx ate as if it were the most delicious thing she’d ever had. The strange thing was, she enjoyed it more than any meal she’d had at DarkSkull.

      They stayed up talking late into the night. As Alyx observed Brynn and his family interacting with each other, she felt a hollowness inside her chest. She’d never had brothers or sisters who adored her and teased her and eagerly awaited to hear what she had to say. She didn’t have a mother who doted on her like Brynn’s mother clearly did, one who had turned a small, poor home into a place of warmth and love.

      She understood better now where Brynn’s warmth and good humour came from, and how he had the strength to cope with DarkSkull so well. He had people who loved him and supported him no matter what. He had the memory of this home everywhere he went.

      Alyx adored her father, but the huge mansion they lived in was cold and empty compared to this tiny cottage. He was often busy, either at the palace or in his study. She wondered what it would have been like if her mother hadn’t died, whether she’d have had a home more like Brynn’s. Cayr was her only other family, and tonight she missed him more than she ever had.

      They retired late. Alyx felt awful when Brynn’s brothers insisted they would sleep on the lounge floor so that she could have their bed, but she couldn’t refuse.

      

      Out of habit, Alyx woke at dawn the next morning. The house was so small that she could hear that everyone else was already up and about.

      Brynn was in the tiny kitchen, helping his father make breakfast. Through the kitchen window Alyx saw his mother out feeding a small group of chickens.

      “Morning Alyx.” Dana ran into the room.

      “Good morning, Dana.”

      “Sleep well?” Brynn asked.

      “I did, thank you.”

      “Listen, there’s only enough here for the kids, so I’m going to head into the village to buy some more bread,” Brynn said. “Interested in coming for a walk?”

      “Brynn,” his father scolded. “Alyx is our guest. Allow her to eat some breakfast. We can make enough for her. I’m sure Jorin can wait a little longer to eat.”

      “No, it’s fine,” Alyx protested. “I’m not really hungry. I’d prefer to go for a walk.”

      “See, Father?” Brynn headed for the door. “We’ll be back soon.”

      The first few fingers of sunlight outlined the village roofs as Alyx followed Brynn towards the town square.

      “I feel guilty,” Alyx admitted. “Your family doesn’t have much food. I shouldn’t be a burden on you. I’m sorry, I should have let you come alone instead of intruding.”

      “Please don’t feel guilty,” he said earnestly. “One extra meal will not cause the family to starve, I promise you.”

      “Are you sure? I can leave, take an earlier carriage?”

      “Alyx, really, it’s fine… oh.”

      Brynn stopped dead on the road, a beatific smile lighting up his boyishly handsome face.

      Alyx looked to where he was staring, and saw that some of the villagers were already moving through the green. Brynn’s eyes were focused on a girl making her way to the village well. She had golden hair tied back in a bun and wore a plain homespun dress.

      “Sarah!” Brynn shouted, then burst into a run.

      The girl looked up at his shout and a stunned smile broke across her face. She was beautiful. Brynn reached her in five strides, and swept her up into a bone-crushing hug. They hugged tightly for a long time, then he pulled back and kissed her softly.

      “Hi,” he whispered down to her.

      “Brynn, how did you… I mean… what are you... I missed you.” Her eyes were shining.

      “I missed you too, Sar’.”

      They kissed again, and Alyx looked away, feeling she was intruding on a private moment.

      “Alyx!” She turned back as he called her name. “This is Sarah. Sarah, this is my friend Alyx.”

      “Hi,” Sarah said shyly, offering her hand.

      “It’s lovely to meet you.” Alyx conquered her uneasiness with years of trained politeness.

      “Alyx helped me come and visit,” Brynn explained. “I have to go back this morning.”

      “I understand.” Sarah took his hand. “I’m so glad you came.”

      The three of them wandered through the village together. The couple made an effort to include Alyx, and she felt herself warming to the shy village girl who Brynn clearly adored. It was obvious there was something powerful between them. They leaned in close to each other when they talked, and touched often. There was a palpable vibe between them that shouted deep love and companionship.

      Alyx hoped she and Cayr looked like that to outsiders.

      

      Brynn’s entire family, as well as Sarah, walked with them to the coach stop after breakfast. They hugged and laughed and talked until the carriage came. Brynn was clearly sad to be parting from them. He and Sarah moved a short distance away and had a murmured conversation before hugging fiercely.

      “It was wonderful to meet you, Alyx,” Massie said. “Thank you for helping Brynn. We were so happy to see him.”

      “I was glad to be able to help,” she said.

      Massie leant forward and hugged her, tears in her eyes. Alyx stiffened awkwardly, unused to such forwardness from strangers, but tried to relax so that she wouldn’t cause offence.

      “Will you come back and visit us?” Dana asked. “Please?”

      “I’d like that.”

      “Take care of Brynn for me,” Sarah asked in her quiet voice as they stood a little separately from the others. “I worry about him.”

      So he’d told her everything about what DarkSkull was like, Alyx thought. It was good that he was honest with her.

      “I don’t know what I can do, but I’ll try.”

      “It was very nice to meet you, Alyx.”

      “I feel the same way.” Alyx returned the girl’s smile.

      Brynn’s sisters chased their carriage down the road, waving and calling out goodbyes until it became too fast for them.

      “I wish we weren’t going back,” Alyx sighed, having enjoyed the brief respite from DarkSkull.

      “I know what you mean,” Brynn said, gaze distant. “I don’t know how I’ll ever thank you for this, Alyx.”

      Uncomfortable, she shook her head. “Don’t mention it.”
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      The carriage arrived back at the stop on the main road near DarkSkull Hall late in the morning. The weather continued to comply with the Master Alaria’s prediction, being sunny and warm but not too hot.

      To Alyx’s astonishment, they walked into the valley to see the green fields surrounding the lake at DarkSkull filled with small wooden stalls—most of them decorated with brightly coloured ribbons. A slight breeze provided relief from the sun, and most people were strolling around with rolled-up sleeves and open collars.

      “It’s completely transformed.” Brynn’s voice echoed Alyx’s astonishment.

      “Who knew DarkSkull could look so bright?” Alyx said. “Let’s find Tarrick and the twins.”

      After some searching, they found Dawn and Finn walking together and looking a little forlorn. Dawn brightened at the sight of Alyx and they hugged briefly.

      “Tarrick is furious at you both,” Finn said.

      “Sorry for abandoning you,” Alyx said. “It was a last minute decision.”

      “And completely my fault, so don’t be angry at Alyx.”

      Alyx smiled. “Brynn has a girl he hasn’t told us about.”

      “Really?” Finn raised his eyebrows. “Do tell.”

      “Her name is Sarah.” Brynn levelled a mock scowl in Alyx’s direction. “And we intend to be married after I finish my mage training.”

      “She’s lovely,” Alyx said firmly. “I’m happy for you.”

      “Thanks.”

      “There you are!” Tarrick’s strident voice carried clear through the crowd.

      “Tarrick, we made sure Galien and Fengel were—”

      “I don’t care. You don’t go wandering off without telling me! I can’t protect you like that.”

      “We’re sorry,” Alyx said.

      “It won’t happen again,” Brynn promised.

      Tarrick glowered. “You better mean that.”

      “Oh, there’s a manuscript library,” Finn exclaimed. “I’m off. I’ll find you all later.”

      Brynn also peeled off soon after, spotting a jewellery stall where he wanted to buy something for Sarah. Tarrick didn’t want to remain with the girls and left when he found a stall selling weaponry, including some beautiful knives and daggers.

      “Don’t leave the crowd on your own,” he lectured them sternly before leaving. “If you need to go somewhere else, come and find me.”

      “We will,” Alyx promised.

      “I suppose it’s just us.” Dawn smiled at Alyx once he’d gone.

      “Yes, come on, look at those beautiful ribbons over there.”

      

      “That was nice, what you did for Brynn,” Dawn said later as they strolled together.

      “His family is amazing. They love each other so much, yet they have so little. I was envious. I adore my father, but he’s all I have.”

      “I didn’t realise how much I’d missed my father until yesterday,” Dawn said wistfully. “I wish we could go home.”

      “Me too.”

      “Imagine what it must be like to be Tarrick, to be stuck here and knowing your family doesn’t love you enough to accept your choices?”

      Alyx nodded. “That would be hard.”

      “It says something about Tarrick though, doesn’t it? That he stuck by us all this time even knowing his parents might react the way they did.”

      “Honour is very important to him.”

      “Yes, it is. I should stop mocking him for it.”

      Alyx, searching for the boys, spotted Ladan sitting at a table on his own by one of the stalls. Something about the serious look on his face and the loneliness of his posture tugged at her.

      “Let’s sit with Ladan for a moment,” she suggested.

      “He does look lonely, doesn’t he?” Dawn sighed. “All right.”

      Ladan looked up as Alyx approached, and she smiled. “Can we sit for a moment?”

      Ladan shifted his gaze to Dawn, and then back to Alyx. “Suit yourself.”

      Alyx smiled again and sat opposite Ladan, with Dawn prudently deciding to sit beside Alyx, rather than opposite her and beside Ladan.

      “Are you looking forward to the displays this afternoon?” Alyx asked him.

      He shrugged. “I suppose.”

      “Has your magic broken out yet, Ladan?” Dawn asked nicely.

      “Not yet,” he replied, his tone warming a little. Alyx stifled a smile—he obviously found it as hard as she did to remain terse and cold in the face of Dawn’s warm bubbliness. They’d interacted a few times on the occasions Ladan had attended Howell’s class, but that had mainly focused around Dawn trying to reach Ladan’s mind well enough so that she could contact him if necessary. Howell had tolerated his attendance at a few lessons, but once it became clear Dawn was having no luck reaching Ladan telepathically, he’d sent him on his way.

      “Just like Alyx,” Dawn continued.

      “Not quite.” A slight smile tugged at Ladan’s mouth. “I do much better in Rothai’s classes, and I’m pretty sure I could take her at Zandian grammar.”

      “Ha-ha,” Alyx scowled at him as Dawn chuckled.

      “I’m sorry I had no luck reaching you in Howell’s lessons,” Dawn said apologetically. “I need to get better before I can reach people I don’t know well.”

      “It’s probably more my fault,” Ladan muttered. “I find it hard to let my guard down.”

      Ladan participated no further in their conversation but seemed happy enough to continue eating while the two girls chatted away. Alyx and Dawn discussed what they’d like to buy at the stalls, and wondered who would win the competition matches. They’d just finished eating when Dawn spotted Finn and Brynn approaching.

      “Better go. Bye, Ladan,” she said quickly, rising and walking over to the boys.

      Alyx rose to follow. “Have a nice day, Ladan.”

      His gaze, which had been following Dawn walk away, returned to her. “You too, Alyx.”

      Brynn greeted Alyx and Dawn with a smile. “How is Ladan today?”

      “He spoke at least two full sentences,” Dawn smiled back. “I consider that progress.”

      “There you are.” Tarrick ran up. “We should go and watch the demonstration fight between First and Second Patrols. They’ll be starting soon.”

      Finn nodded. “Lead on.”

      Alyx followed, halting when she saw Brynn hadn’t moved, his gaze unfocussed and distant.

      “Brynn? Are you all right?”

      He shook his head. “Yes. Sorry. Let’s catch up to the others.”

      

      A series of raised, roped-off platforms sat clustered together in the middle of one of the fields. A crowd was gathering around the central one already, and the intensity of anticipation could almost be felt in the hum of conversation that pervaded the area.

      “There’s no way to beat a mage of the higher order, but Nordan’s patrol should put up a good fight against Galien and his crew,” Tarrick said.

      Alyx frowned, meaning to ask what he meant by a mage of the higher order. It was a term she’d heard a few times now, and everyone but her seemed to know what it was. The question was put aside, however, when Dawn exclaimed and pointed upwards.

      The southern sky had darkened with ominous black clouds that were slowly spreading to cover the horizon, dimming the brightness of the day.

      “Looks like a spring storm,” Brynn said.

      “Master Alaria didn’t mention a storm.” Dawn frowned.

      “They can blow in without much warning. Tregaya is famous for them. I hope it holds off until the festival is over.”

      “Brynn is right. Apparently Tregaya is a bit of a hotbed for interesting weather phenomena,” Finn added.

      “You both read far too many useless books.” Tarrick rolled his eyes.

      “I was born here, remember?” Brynn punched him in the arm. “I didn’t need to read a book to know what the weather is like.”

      Tarrick returned the shove, sending Brynn stumbling, but there was a smile on his face as he did it.

      “It’s starting.” Finn grabbed their attention. “It’s looks like Fengel and Nordan are kicking things off.”

      Both young men stood calmly as Rothai barked last minute instructions at the patrols before stepping back and signalling the start of the match.

      Fengel was a mage with fire magic, and Nordan an ice mage. Their powers made for an impressive display as they duked it out with sizzling fireballs and spears of ice. Galien prowled the edges of the ring, waiting to step in if Fengel needed it. The other members of both patrols seemed almost sidelined.

      The spectators crowded closely around the ropes, some of them cheering while others watched in stunned awe at the display of warrior mage power. The day gradually darkened as the storm clouds scudded across the sky and a stiff breeze whipped up. Annoyed with her long hair flicking across her face, Alyx reached up and twisted it into a loose plait as Dawn had taught her. The other girl did the same.

      A distant rumbling of thunder cut over the cheers of the crowd, and some spectators began looking uneasily up at the sky. Fengel’s fiery attacks glowed brightly against the rapidly darkening day, and soon all traces of the sun were gone.

      Some of the villagers began leaving, likely wanting to return home before the storm hit. The exhibition carried on with all the DarkSkull students forming a large cheering crowd. Unsurprisingly, most of them were cheering for First Patrol.

      Alyx jerked as thunder growled again and a spear of blue lightning lit up the southern sky.

      “Maybe it will go around the valley,” Finn shouted over the strengthening wind and the shouts as Nordan scored a hit on Fengel. Oscar stepped into the ring to support him, and then one of Nordan’s team joined the fight too.

      “I don’t think so,” Tarrick said. “It’s coming right for us.”

      “That means the festival will have to end early.” Dawn’s face registered disappointment.

      “Do you think they’ll cancel the dance too?” Finn’s shoulders drooped.

      As if to underscore Finn’s words, thunder ripped across the sky, this time the roar coming from directly above the valley. Another brilliant fork of lightning lit up the southern hills. Seconds later, heavy drops of warm rain began to fall. When another deafening crash sounded, Alyx initially thought it was the thunder again. Then the tenor of the shouts nearby changed to fear, and turning, Alyx saw a pillar of fire erupt from the north-eastern corner of the valley wall.

      Screams now cut over the hiss of rain and wind. Alyx was knocked sideways as two students closest to her turned and ran towards the main hall. Around her, the remaining crowd turned into a seething mass of panicking people.

      “Stay together!” Tarrick shouted over the screams and wind.

      Alyx reached out and gripped Dawn’s hand, while Finn grabbed her other one. Tarrick took Finn’s and Brynn’s. They stuck close, trying to keep their feet amidst the people rushing around them.

      “The boundary wall has been breached!” a master shouted above the din, Alaria maybe. This was closely followed by another shout: “Where are the signal fires?”

      Alyx craned her head, attempting to keep still long enough to look for the bright signal fires that should be lighting up the four corners of the valley wall. It was dark as night now, the entire valley covered in storm clouds, and they should have stood out like beacons calling the apprentice mages on duty in the other towers to defend the north-eastern wall.

      Abruptly, Howell appeared in front of them. He’d been tugging at his short beard in concern, but his face cleared as he recognised them.

      “I’ve been looking for you,” he said.

      “Sir?” Dawn asked, then stumbled and almost fell as someone crashed into them.

      “I need you to take your horses and ride up to the south-eastern watchtower. The signal fire there hasn’t been lit.”

      “You want us to go, sir?” Tarrick asked with a puzzled frown.

      Howell nodded. “First and Second Patrols are already mobilizing to head to the tower under attack, but they’ll need reinforcements from the other towers. Master Romas wants the remaining warrior mages to stay here to calm this mob and protect them in case there is an attack in progress and the northern valley wall is breached.”

      “Sir, I don’t think all of us should go. Brynn and the twins aren’t warrior mages, and Alyx doesn’t have any power yet.” Tarrick’s frown deepened. “It would be better if I went alone.”

      “I’m not asking you to fight, Tarrick, just get the signal fire lit. Whatever is happening is in the northeast,” Howell snapped. “Just do as I say.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “If you see any trouble up there, keep your heads down. Master Rothai is rounding up more apprentices and won’t be far behind you,” he said. “Go, hurry!”

      Tarrick led as they fought through towards the edge of the thinning crowd. Howell watched them go, a look of mixed dread and deep reluctance on his face. When he saw Alyx looking he gave her a reassuring nod before turning and disappearing into the crowd.

      Moments later they broke free and sprinted across the open grass towards the barn. Alyx tried not to dwell on the plume of flame she’d seen rise into the sky from the top of the northern valley wall, or the danger they might be about to ride into.

      We just have to light the fire, she tried to reassure herself. If Howell had thought the southeast was under attack too, he wouldn’t have sent initiates to help.

      But if everything was fine up there, why wasn’t the fire lit?

      Alyx shook her head, dismissing her doubt. It was unthinkable to return to DarkSkull alone, leaving the others to go off without her, and so she went along and hoped that they could get the fire lit and warn the apprentices up there without running into any trouble.

      The horses were restive in their stalls, spooked by the screams coming from outside and the weather gusting heavily against the stable walls. The barn door slammed behind Brynn, the last one in, making them all jump.

      Tingo was half-rearing, kicking out at his stall door. His coat had darkened with sweat and his eyes were rolling back in fear. Alyx’s presence calmed him immediately, which surprised her for the brief moment she allowed herself to dwell on it. They worked in tense silence to saddle up the horses and lead them out of their stalls.

      Alyx reached up, touching the comforting weight of the wooden staff hanging between her shoulders before grabbing the saddle and leaping up to land lightly on Tingo’s back. He shifted slightly but remained calm.

      “You stick close to me.” Tarrick’s shoulders were rigid with tension. “Do not go off on your own. Understand?”

      “Aye, captain,” Finn said.

      “This is no joke,” Tarrick snapped. “If there is danger up there, I’m the only one who’s going to be able to defend us, so you’d better damn well listen to what I have to say.”

      “And when was the last time you were in a real fight?” Finn asked.

      “Stop it,” Alyx told him, angry at his attitude. “Tarrick is right. He’s the only one of us who is a warrior mage. We stick close to Tarrick, and we do what he says.”

      “Fine, sorry,” he muttered, chastened.

      Tarrick gave her a grateful look. “It should just be a matter of finding the apprentices on guard, sending them to help, and then getting the signal fire lit.”

      “Right.” Brynn nodded decisively.

      “Dawn.” Tarrick looked at her. “If there is anything wrong up there, you’ll know it before any of us, so tell me immediately.”

      “I can do that,” she said, looking pale but determined.

      “We’d better stop talking and go,” Finn said impatiently.

      Tarrick ran forward to open the barn door, then dashed back to mount his own mare.

      Closest to the door, Alyx kicked Tingo, urging him on with her voice at the same time. The big horse jumped into a gallop, racing out of the barn and into the gusting winds and rain. Alyx reached back to pull the brown hood of her cloak over her hair in an attempt to keep dry but the driving wind simply ripped it back off again.

      Tarrick took the lead as they galloped across the dark fields now emptied of people. What the darkness of night and storm didn’t hide, a heavy curtain of falling rain did. It took a good few minutes for them to find the start of the path leading up to the walls, and all of them chafed at the delay. Alyx wondered if the patrols had reached the tower under attack yet; for all she knew, the northern wall had already been breached and attackers were inside the valley.

      Once found, they started up what had been the path but was now a muddy quagmire. Alyx could barely see her way ahead and Tingo slipped so much that she had to rein him into a slow canter.

      Rain drove into her face and eyes and soaked through her clothes. Tingo half-reared when a tree branch blew down right in front of them. Alyx slid halfway out of the saddle before managing to drag herself upright and grabbing the loose reins. It took her a further few minutes to re-establish control over the plunging, high-strung stallion.

      Tarrick and the others had passed her by then, and she fell in behind them, wincing as her strained fingers held tight to the reins. The trail steepened as they approached the summit of the valley wall, forcing the horses to slow even further.

      The trees around them were bending sideways in the wind, and that mixed with the torrential rainfall made Alyx wonder if the weather was the cause of the signal fires not being lit. She didn’t know enough about mage power to know whether that was possible.

      Just before the top, the path widened and flattened slightly. By unspoken accord all five of them urged the skittish horses into a gallop. The path rounded a corner and suddenly a tall stone watchtower—the one situated on the southeast corner of the valley wall—was in front of them.

      Lightning cracked open the sky above, illuminating the tower for a brief second. It was enough to show that the signal fire had still not been lit. Alyx dismounted on Tarrick’s shouted order, mud splashing as she landed. Her neck craned as she tried to peer up to the top of the tower. It looked as tall as the twin turrets of the Alistriem Palace.

      “Over here!” Tarrick shouted, pointing to the iron rings hammered into the stone wall near the tower door.

      Pulling on Tingo’s reins, Alyx dragged him over, then tethered him to one of the iron rings. Struggling against the gale-force wind, she then followed the others to the tower door. As soon as Tarrick put his hand against it, it swung open.

      Shooting concerned glances at each other, they ventured indoors. A gust of wind slammed the tower door shut behind them and instantly everything was dark and still.

      “Why aren’t there any lamps lit?” Dawn’s disembodied voice came out of the darkness.

      Another lightning flash outside lit up the ground-floor room through arched windows set deep in the stone wall.

      “It’s empty,” Finn said. “Where are the apprentices on watch duty?”

      “Alyx, Brynn, you go up and light the signal fire,” Tarrick ordered. “The twins and I will go and see if any horses are in the stables outside. The apprentices here might have seen the signal fire in the north and ridden to help already.”

      “Why didn’t they light the fire first?” Alyx asked.

      “Let’s ask questions later.” Brynn was already heading for the stairs. “Come on, Alyx. It’s imperative we get this lit.”

      Alyx would have preferred they all take a moment to think before leaping into action, but it was too late—Tarrick was already heading out the door, the twins hot on his heels.

      Alyx sighed and went after Brynn. They took the winding tower steps at a run, their speed hindered by the weight of their soaked clothing.

      “I’m assuming mage power isn’t needed to light the fire?” she panted.

      “No, just regular flint, oil and kindling,” he replied.

      “I’m glad you know these things,” she muttered, mostly to herself.

      They reached the first landing and Alyx had her foot on the next step when a flood of thoughts thundered through her mind from Dawn, causing her to double over in pain.

      “Brynn! I… ahh!” She clutched her head as Dawn’s terror communicated itself to her. She was telepathically calling for help, but barely coherent in her panic.

      “I’m coming!” Alyx tried to send the message back instinctively, but it seemed to work. The flood of scared cries for help slowed enough that the pain faded and Alyx was able to stand.

      “They’re in trouble,” she managed to gasp out. “I have to go... can’t not go.”

      Brynn paled and grabbed his staff. “Go. I’ll get the fire lit, and then I’ll be right after you.”

      She nodded, turning to stumble back down the stairs. The residue of Dawn’s panic still echoed in her mind, overriding some of the fear she felt at running down into the unknown.

      Alyx was gasping for air by the time she reached the bottom. The room was still eerily deserted, and she fumbled around to yank her staff out of the holster down her back. Its knobby wood was warm to the touch, reassuring her slightly.

      Dawn’s cry for help throbbed in Alyx’s mind. Summoning what resolve she could, Alyx pushed open the tower door and stepped into the storm. Outside, the cleared area around the tower was lit intermittently by flashes of lightning, but otherwise obscured by the falling rain.

      She opened her mouth to shout Dawn’s name, but closed it as she caught sight of several cloaked figures nearby, all with swords drawn. Someone was on the ground—Tarrick! Finn kneeled over him, his hand on Tarrick’s chest.

      Lightning flashed, illuminating Dawn as she ran towards Finn. The tallest of the cloaked figures stepped out to send her flying with a sharp gesture. She landed near Alyx, crying out in pain.

      “Leave her alone!” Finn shouted, drawing his dagger and hurling it straight at the unknown mage.

      He or she turned, raising a contemptuous arm and engulfing the flying dagger in white-hot flame. It fell to the mud in a melting puddle.

      “Alyx! I can sense Galien... he’s here.” Dawn looked up at her, sheer terror in her face as one of the hooded figures advanced on Finn and Tarrick’s prone body. Alyx cast wildly about—who was the strange mage? And where was Galien? Her heart pounded with panic, but as she watched Finn kneeling helplessly in the mud a matching anger sparked inside her.

      Dawn scrambled back to her feet and tried again to reach Finn. She got only two steps before someone came running out of the shadows to grab her around the waist and haul her away. In the flash of lightning that followed, Alyx saw Fengel’s familiar Zandian features under the hood of his apprentice robe.

      Torn, Alyx looked from Finn towards where Fengel was dragging Dawn away from the fight.

      “Please, help Finn!” Dawn’s voice slammed into her mind. “Fengel’s not going to hurt me, I can read it in his mind.”

      “Kill them.” The order carried clear across the sound of the storm, and came from the cloaked mage. Metal glinted as the warrior nearest Finn raised his sword in preparation to swing. Finn reached back, desperately fumbling for his staff.

      The mingled desperation and fury that swept through Alyx now felt like it was powerful enough to physically burn her; the skin of her hands and forearms flared white hot. As quickly as it had come, the feeling passed, but when she looked down she saw that both her hands and forearms were encased in a silver-green shimmering light.

      “No.” Alyx spoke as clearly as the mage had.

      As she spoke, she raised her right arm and, gathering up all the fear and anger inside her, hurled it all straight at the man with the sword. A ball of shimmering white-green light burst from her right hand, shooting straight towards her target.

      “GET DOWN!” she screamed into her friends’ minds.

      Time slowed. First there was a bright flash of light, and then an electric, concussive blast, tearing through Alyx’s eardrums as she dropped to the ground. Her ball of energy exploded into the stranger’s face, ripping flesh, muscle, and bone into tiny slivers. Bright light lit up the night, blinding them all. A powerful force pushed her into the ground so hard she couldn’t breathe, and then it was gone.

      Alyx staggered to her feet, her ears ringing loudly, dots cascading across her vision. She stumbled, unsure if she was upright, rubbing at her blurred eyes.

      “Finn!” Alyx dimly heard Dawn’s shout and squinted in that direction.

      Dawn was kneeling beside her twin when Alyx’s vision cleared. Tarrick still lay crumpled on the ground, and Fengel was nowhere to be seen. A short distance away, the mage made another sharp gesture. The cloaked figures turned and melted back into the trees, the long strides of the mage following them.

      “Brynn!” Dawn shouted again. Alyx shook her head, trying to make sense of Dawn’s words around the ringing in her ears.  Turning, she saw Brynn step out of the tower door, staff raised and ready. A running figure appeared through the rain, heading straight for Brynn.

      Galien.

      “It’s gone wrong,” he screamed, looking at someone Alyx couldn’t see. “I’ll get Brynn. Get the rest of them out of here.”

      Before Alyx could realise what was happening, Galien had grabbed Brynn and was hustling away towards the trees. She felt dizzy and sick, her vision still blurry and the ringing in her ears turning into a thumping headache.

      Fengel stepped out of the darkness to meet Galien, pausing only long enough to shout in her direction, “Get back to DarkSkull.”

      Then he was gone, disappearing after Galien.
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      Alyx turned to see if the others had seen what happened. Finn, his face and clothes streaked with blood and gore, was concentrating hard, his hand lying on Tarrick’s chest. Dawn was watching both boys in worry. After a few moments, Tarrick stirred and sat up. He had a livid bruise on his temple, but otherwise seemed alert.

      “His head cracked against the ground,” Dawn said, sitting back in relief. “I was so afraid.”

      “He’ll be fine. Not even a concussion.” Finn looked down at Tarrick. “You’ve got a hard head.”

      “Thanks, Finn,” Tarrick croaked, staggering to his feet.

      “Finn.” Dawn was looking at Alyx. “I think she might need help.”

      “I’m fine,” she whispered. “I’m…” and she swayed, falling in an awkward heap.

      “Whoa, I’ve got you.” Tarrick pulled her head into his lap, and then she saw Finn hovering over her. His palm touched her forehead and the dizziness drained away. Tarrick lowered her head gently to the floor before rising again.

      “Sorry, I can’t help the headache,” Finn mumbled. “I don’t have much left.”

      “They’re retreating!”

      They all turned at Tarrick’s shout. He was several paces away, looking down the other side of the valley wall.

      “Alyx’s magic must have scared them off.” Dawn looked at Alyx with mingled awe and respect. She wasn’t entirely sure why—the events of the last few moments were such a blur.

      “Who were they?” Alyx staggered back to her feet; standing was easier now that the dizziness was gone.

      “Don’t know, but they had a mage with them,” Tarrick said grimly.

      “Dawn, you’d better send to Master Romas and let him know what’s happened,” Finn said.

      “What about Brynn, he was...” Alyx turned slightly, her gaze falling on the dead attacker’s body. His head was mostly gone, and flesh and blood splatters covered the ground around him. Her stomach heaved, and she began retching uncontrollably onto the ground.

      She’d killed a man.

      “Alyx?” Finn sounded concerned, but she barely heard him.

      Her head was filled with static and hissing, interchanged with faint murmuring voices. She vomited again, not much coming up as her stomach emptied and sweat broke out over her body. The noise in her head cleared and she thought she heard Howell. His words were incoherent, but his mental tone was worried and upset.

      “Alyx!” Finn’s hand touched her shoulder and waves of warmth emanated from the spot. Soon after that she began to feel less nauseous, even though the sight of the body still made her tremble uncontrollably.

      “He wants us to go after them,” Dawn said suddenly, opening her eyes.

      “What?” Finn looked as if he hadn’t heard right.

      “Master Romas ordered us to go after them. Howell disagreed, but Romas overruled him. Howell is really upset, I think, but Romas says he’s sending Master Rothai after us. He doesn’t want the trail lost in the rain.”

      Alyx frowned. Had she been hearing Dawn’s communication with Romas?

      “We’d best hurry then.” Tarrick moved for the horses.

      “What about Brynn?” Alyx demanded. “Galien has him.”

      “I don’t think he and Fengel were here to harm us.” Dawn frowned. “I admit their thoughts weren’t completely clear, but I think they were trying to get us away from the fight.”

      “The truth is, we have no idea which way Galien went,” Finn said. “We’d be wandering around in the dark and rain if we went after Brynn.”

      “Come on!” Tarrick urged.

      Alyx hesitated and she and Dawn looked at each other, shocked that they were expected to follow their attackers after what had just happened. They were in no condition to fight.

      “Come on.” Finn gently took his sister’s arm. “We can’t disobey a direct order. Besides, you heard Romas, Rothai is just behind us. We only have to follow their trail until he catches up.”

      Alyx was wrung out and exhausted. Her muscles were still trembling, and her head ached with a dull thumping. Still, one thing she was accustomed to at DarkSkull was being forced to go on while almost dead with tiredness, and so she kept going.

      The storm hadn’t dissipated—winds gusted across the open ground and rain drove into their faces.

      “I think she might be suffering from shock,” Alyx heard Finn murmur.

      “She’ll be fine,” Tarrick said.

      “Tarrick, she’s not fine.” Dawn’s voice. “You saw what she did.”

      “I’m okay,” Alyx summoned the strength to say.

      “We have to hurry,” Tarrick urged them. “I saw which way they went, but we’re losing ground already.”

      Almost in a daze, they untethered the horses and rode off after Tarrick.

      

      Within an hour, all of them were wretched. Alyx swayed slightly on Tingo’s back; though she’d grown better at riding the big stallion, she’d never spent more than an hour at a time in the saddle before. Now her ankles and knees ached, and her calves chafed painfully against the stirrup straps. Her shoulders and back burned from holding the horse in and her ankles wouldn’t hold her if Tingo sped up and she were forced to rise to the trot or hold on for a gallop.

      “Dawn, maybe you should try Master Romas again?” Finn spoke into the silence. “Surely he can’t expect us to keep going much longer? Rothai should have caught up by now.”

      “Romas was resolute,” Dawn said quietly. “Even Howell couldn’t change his mind. I could sense he was upset, but Romas wouldn’t listen to a word Howell was saying.”

      Alyx shivered. “Then let’s keep going and get this over with.”

      “Wait!” Dawn pulled her horse in, and the others drew up beside her. Alyx sighed in relief and pulled her feet out of the stirrups, letting them dangle loosely. The feeling was akin to heaven. She glanced at Dawn. The girl’s face was drawn and pale, her eyes closed.

      “What is it?” Finn asked wearily.

      “I can hear them… just brief snatches, but I think we’re catching up. Alyx?”

      “Nothing,” Alyx said.

      “You were able to hear Dawn’s thoughts back at the tower, surely you can hear something now?” Tarrick urged.

      “No, I can’t,” Alyx snapped.

      “Okay, take a breath,” Finn intervened as Tarrick looked set to make an angry retort. “We’re all exhausted. Let’s not fight.”

      “Sorry,” Tarrick rubbed a hand over his eyes. “We should just keep following the tracks.”

      They urged the tired horses on again. Tarrick pulled up ahead, motioning to the tracks in the mud before him. Even Alyx could tell that it looked like people had diverged off the path on foot, heading down a small incline. Horse tracks milled around on the still muddy surface, then continued along the path.

      “We should take a look, make sure they haven’t got a camp down here,” Tarrick said, dismounting.

      The twins shared a dubious look, but both slid down from the saddle.

      “Come on, Alyx,” Tarrick said impatiently.

      Concurring mainly because it would give her a chance to get out of the saddle and stretch her legs, Alyx dismounted, following behind the others as they moved quietly down the incline.

      Thick trees and bushes lined the bottom, beyond which seemed to be a pile of rocks in a small clearing.

      Alyx reached out and grabbed Tarrick’s shoulder as he moved forward. “You’re being stupid,” she hissed. “If there is a camp down here, you’ll walk right into it.”

      “I’ll be careful,” he promised. “Stay behind me.”

      She almost refused to follow, but didn’t want to be left alone in the dark and rain. They’d only gone forward a few steps when Dawn stiffened and cried out a warning.

      It was too late.

      At the same time as Dawn spoke, a magical explosion went off. Blinding blue light flashed and shards of rock blasted outwards. Dawn was shoved backwards by the force of the explosion, hitting Alyx so hard that they both went flying. Alyx slammed into the ground hard, her body rolling out of control before crashing up against a tree trunk.

      For a moment there was only blackness and a faint ringing sound in her ears. Awareness slowly seeped back in. Pain stabbed in her chest, and she gasped for air; the fall had knocked it all out of her. It took a couple of minutes for her to realise what had happened, and another full minute for her to regain control of her breathing. She then staggered to her feet, seeing Dawn stirring beside her, looking muddled but relatively uninjured.

      Once her vision had cleared, Alyx searched desperately through the brush, trying to see in the dark. She found Finn first. He was stirring feebly with a bleeding gash on his forehead. He was also cradling his right arm gingerly.

      “Finn?” She kneeled beside him.

      “I’m okay.” He sat up slowly, putting his hand to his head. “I think.”

      Taking his word for it, Alyx stood and looked for Tarrick. Debris littered the clearing. Her vision was still blurry and the ringing in her ears distracted her, making it hard to get her balance.

      “I’ll see to Finn.” Dawn appeared at her shoulder, white-faced. “Find Tarrick.”

      Alyx nodded and continued her searching. Eventually she found him. He’d been closest to the explosion and lay some distance off. He was unconscious, bleeding from small cuts on his face and hands, and a heavy tree branch lay across his middle. She dropped beside him, seeing in a lightning flash that his skin was clammy and he was barely breathing. Dread clutched at her.

      “Finn!” Panic she couldn’t hold back gave her voice an edge. “I found him. Hurry!”

      Leaves rustled, and moments later Finn was beside her. The cut on his head had stopped bleeding, but he looked pale. His face tightened when he saw Tarrick, and he knelt to lay his hands on Tarrick’s forehead. Alyx didn’t miss Finn’s wince as he tried to move his right arm and couldn’t.

      “We need to get the branch off him. Can you help me? I think my arm might be broken.”

      Alyx moved forward to grab the wood, feeling its rough bark bite into the skin on her fingers.

      “Dawn, he’s in a bad way,” Finn shouted back through the trees. “Where is Master Rothai? Can you get in contact with DarkSkull!”

      Together, Finn and Alyx heaved at the unwieldy branch, dragging it off Tarrick’s body. Alyx had to respect the effort Finn put in despite what must have been agonizing pain from his broken arm.

      “Strip one of those branches to make a splint for my arm,” Finn instructed, returning his attention to Tarrick.

      Alyx was feverishly stripping leaves from a narrow but sturdy branch when Dawn appeared. She blanched at the sight of both Finn and Tarrick.

      “I couldn’t get through. I’m sorry, I’m too tired to focus properly.”

      “We need help.” Finn looked up, sounding panicked. “Tarrick won’t survive without it. He’s in a bad way, and I don’t know enough to help him properly. My arm needs proper splinting and I’m concerned about concussion from the gash in my head.”

      “Master Rothai can’t be far,” she said. “Can you help Tarrick until then?”

      “I don’t know.” He sighed and rubbed his head. “I’m not really thinking clearly right now. I’ll do my best.”

      Alyx looked between Finn and Tarrick, then up at Dawn, seeing her fear for her twin alight in her eyes. She felt as helpless as they looked. But that wasn’t going to help anyone. Her eyes returned to Tarrick’s prone form, and just like it had happened yesterday, she felt the ghostly imprint of Galien’s fingers around her throat. She still had nightmares about that morning. But Tarrick had saved her from it.

      “No!” Alyx jumped to her feet. “Rothai should have been here by now, something must have happened to hold him up. I won’t leave Tarrick here to die. We’ll get him back to DarkSkull ourselves.”

      “You think we can manage that?” Dawn asked.

      “Of course I do,” she said hotly. “Tarrick is our friend. What would he do if the situations were reversed? He’d carry us on his back the whole way.”

      Dawn stared at her for a long moment, looking lost and scared, before her expression firmed and she nodded. “You’re right. Let’s get Tarrick to the healers. Finn too.”

      It was almost impossible to summon the strength she would need for this, but Alyx didn’t let on. Someone needed to be strong, and right now Tarrick was unconscious and Finn was hurt and groggy. She knew Dawn was terrified for her twin and barely keeping herself under control. Alyx firmly put all thoughts of Brynn out of her mind.

      “What’s the best way to move him?” she asked Finn.

      “I think he has internal injuries from that branch falling on him so we’ll have to be careful,” Finn said. “Tingo’s the strongest horse—you’ll have to take Tarrick, and Dawn can lead him with a rope so you don’t have to worry about directing the horse. I’ll ride alone. We’ll have to go slow so we don’t exacerbate Tarrick’s injuries, but it’s the best I can think of.”

      It took them a lot of effort to get going. Poor Finn cried out in agony as Dawn applied the splint to his arm while Alyx climbed back up to fetch the horses.

      Alyx coaxed Tingo down to his knees so the three of them could lift Tarrick as gently as possible into the saddle. She then had to sit behind him, holding his dead weight and preventing him from slipping off. She almost lost her hold on him entirely when Tingo swayed as he regained his feet and her arms burned from the strain of holding him on. There was no hope she could hold the reins, so Dawn attached a lead rope to Tingo’s halter before tying the other end to her mare’s saddle.

      Finn told them that he thought he might have some broken ribs; his breathing was becoming laboured and a sharp pain pierced his chest when he moved. Getting Finn up onto his horse caused more pain, with Dawn and Alyx murmuring words of encouragement the whole time.

      By the time they were done, Dawn looked absolutely petrified for her brother, who was beginning to look as bad as Tarrick. Alyx felt as anxious as Dawn about both boys, but panic wasn’t going to help them so she forced it away, instead urging Tingo closer to Dawn so she could reach down and touch the girl’s shoulder.

      “We can do this, Dawn. We’ve survived almost a year at DarkSkull together. We can do this.”

      Dawn swallowed, and her breathing steadied. “All right.”

      They eventually set off at a walk. Anything more caused Finn agonizing pain, and Tarrick to slip from Alyx’s hold. Dawn led the way on Silver with Finn and Alyx riding beside each other.

      Alyx could barely hear Tarrick’s shallow breathing as he slumped against her, and she was terrified it would stop altogether. His dark skin had paled to a yellowish colour and Finn had not been able to stop the sluggish bleeding of the numerous cuts on his body.

      Step by step, the horses slowly wound their way back up the valley wall. Alyx’s arms went from burning strain to rubbery numbness, until she was forced to try and hold Tarrick with her body, because her arms just refused. Finn whimpered in pain almost constantly with every move his horse made.

      Wracking her memory, Alyx dredged up every dirty, naughty joke that Dashan had ever told her and Cayr and began reciting them all in an attempt to distract them. Even Finn coughed out a laugh at one point.

      They’d almost regained the summit, Alyx still croaking out one of Dashan’s jokes, when thundering hooves sounded ahead. Alyx and Finn both started in fear until Dawn shook her head at them.

      “It’s Rothai.”

      The master himself rode out of the darkness shortly after, reining in his charger the instant he spotted them. Behind him a group of apprentices milled about. Rothai’s gaze swept to Alyx, who returned it tiredly. His mouth tightened as he looked at her.

      “They retreated this way?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He nodded. “Jrui, Adahn, make sure they get to the healers quickly. The rest of you, come with me.”

      With that, he and the other mages were gone in a clatter of hooves. Looking reluctant, Jrui gestured for them to follow her. Adahn brought his horse skilfully alongside Alyx and reached out, using his telekinetic magic, to take Tarrick and keep him still. As he settled Tarrick’s heavy weight in the saddle before him, Adahn’s face tightened.

      “He’s barely breathing.”

      “I know,” she said. “Can you get him to the healers? Please?”

      “I’ll do my best.” Adahn set his heels to his horse. “Ha! Ha!”

      The charger launched into a gallop, mud spraying from his hooves, and within moments Adahn was out of sight.

      “We’ll get there,” Dawn said. “Stay with me, Finn.”

      “Yes, listen to her. It’s not far.” Alyx, relieved of Tarrick’s weight, took control of Tingo and moved up behind the twins. Anxiousness roiled in her stomach and she cast frequent glances at Finn’s deathly pale face.

      Jrui led them all the way up to the entrance of the healer’s hall, where she dismounted to run in and get the healers.

      She reappeared with Adahn and two healing mages carrying a stretcher. The mages went straight to Finn, gently helping him down from the horse onto the stretcher. Adahn crossed to Dawn and Alyx.

      “Tarrick is being looked at now. He’s stable for the moment,” Adahn promised. “They’ll take care of Finn too. Master Romas wants to speak with both of you.”

      “What about Brynn?” Alyx asked.

      “I don’t know, I’m sorry.”

      “I’m going with my brother.” Dawn flatly refused. “And Alyx is exhausted, she needs rest.”

      Adahn raised his hands in the air. “I’m just the messenger. How about you go with Finn and I’ll make sure Alyx gets to Romas safely, and straight back to your dorm afterwards.”

      “It’s all right, Dawn,” Alyx said as the girl hesitated. “Make sure they’re taking good care of Finn and Tarrick.”

      “I will.”

      Alyx followed Adahn in silence, too tired to speak or to be anything other than groggily awake. They entered the main hall, climbing the steps to the first floor where Romas’ quarters were.

      Halfway up, Alyx heard shouting, but it took her a moment to realise the sound was inside her head. She swayed, reaching out to lean on the wall for support, eyes sliding closed.

      “I realise things went awry, but that wasn’t my intention,” Romas’ voice, Alyx was sure. “The whole point of this was to—

      “You almost ended up with four dead mages tonight. How is that achieving your aim?” Howell this time. Alyx wasn’t sure what was happening. The conversation had a grainy quality to it, like she was viewing it through a filter.

      “You’re out of line. Both of us are subject to higher authority, as you well know. The council put this in motion, Howell, and for good reason.”

      “What good is there in what happened tonight? Your hope for the future almost dead, not to mention how thin your control of Galien has become. You know he wants her dead.”

      “He won’t harm her, not truly.”

      “You’ve lost all reason.” Howell sounded disgusted.

      “And I won’t tolerate any more of that tone from you. You’ll do as ordered, Master Howell. Am I clear?”

      “Alyx!”

      Her eyes blinked open and she found herself being shaken hard. Adahn’s blue eyes peered into hers, deep with concern. “Alyx, are you all right?”

      “Did you hear that?” she asked dreamily, not sure if she was awake or sleeping. “Arguing...”

      “I didn’t hear anything.” His concern deepened. “Alyx?”

      She felt herself falling as blackness slid across her vision, and then she knew nothing.
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      The first thing Alyx became aware of was the singing of birds outside her window. Then she felt the warmth of sunlight on her face, and the slightly roughened fabric of the blankets under her palms. She was pleasantly comfortable and content, and it took her a few good minutes before she bothered to open her eyes.

      “She wakes.”

      Alyx moved her gaze, focusing on Howell where he sat on a chair beside the bed she was lying in. He looked no different than usual, with his trimmed, greying brown beard and hair, and black robe. The look in his eyes as he watched her was different though, but she couldn’t quite grasp what it meant. Alyx frowned; the sight of him triggered something in her still-groggy mind... a memory? But no, nothing was there.

      “You’ve been sleeping for over a day now,” he said briskly, the odd look vanishing from his face. “How are you feeling?”

      Alyx took a moment to reply, her mind not working correctly. Something continued to niggle at her but she couldn’t grasp it.

      “Okay, I think. Am I hurt?”

      “Not physically, no.” Howell stood. “It won’t be long until you’re allowed out of here. After that, we’ll have a talk, you and I.”

      Howell was just about gone when Alyx suddenly remembered something.

      “Wait, sir! What about Tarrick and Finn?”

      Howell’s face turned grave, and he glanced at Dawn, who’d just appeared in the doorway.

      “I’ll let Dawn explain. Get some rest.”

      “Sir!” Alyx sat up in bed as she remembered more. A wave of dizziness consumed her, and it took a moment to fade.

      “Yes, Alyx?”

      “Brynn? Did he get back here safely?”

      “I’m sorry, not yet,” he said heavily.

      “Sir, I...” She shivered, nausea rising as the events of the previous night continued to cascade into her mind. “My magic. I think I used it at the tower. Do you know...?”

      “Your magic broke out, Alyx,” he said gently. “I promise we’ll talk about that once you’ve had some rest.”

      He left, and she heard him usher Dawn in from the hallway.

      Dawn was smiling as she came in and sat on the bed, leaning forward to hug Alyx tightly. Alyx relaxed into the embrace, overwhelmingly glad Dawn was all right.

      “I’m so glad to see you up.” Dawn sat back, tears pricking her eyes. “I was so afraid for you. Howell was too.”

      “I’m okay.” Alyx frowned, not understanding why they’d been so worried. She wasn’t hurt, after all. “What about the boys? Brynn—what did Howell mean he hasn’t come back yet?”

      Dawn’s shoulders slumped. “Finn is recovering next door. His arm was badly broken but the healers have worked hard on it. It will take weeks to mend, but he should regain full use of it. He also has a few broken ribs. Tarrick was worse off. He had internal injuries, compounded by blood loss. He also hit his head in the fall. Right now, he’s alive but still unconscious.”

      “Will he be all right?”

      “The healers are worried because he hasn’t woken up yet, so I don’t know, I’m sorry.” Dawn hesitated. “Galien and First Patrol were ambushed on their way back here with Brynn, like we were. Galien lost Brynn in the chaos. People are out looking but nobody has found him yet.”

      This time it was Alyx who leaned forward to wrap her arms around Dawn, needing the physical comfort as grief and fear surged. Dawn hugged her back tightly, and for a long moment they were silent, taking comfort from each other.

      Dawn pulled back with a watery smile. “You know, Ladan was sitting outside when I came up just now. One of the servants told me he’d been there all night.”

      “Is he still there?”

      “No. I asked him if he wanted to come in but when he heard you were awake, he said he had to leave. Apparently Howell had asked to speak with him.”

      “Oh.” Alyx was too tired to wonder about that.

      “Finn is next door with Tarrick. Do you feel up to going to visit?”

      “I’d love to.” Alyx sat up a little too quickly. Blood rushed to her head again and the dizziness swamped her.

      “You all right?” Dawn put an arm around her middle.

      Alyx nodded and took a few deep breaths before attempting to stand. Dawn kept hold of her arm when she moved. Once up, Alyx stood still for a second, waiting until the dizziness passed. She then picked up a robe lying over the chair and Dawn helped her put it on. Dawn kept one supportive arm around her as they walked slowly into the hall and turned toward the room next door.

      Finn’s face brightened immeasurably when he saw the girls appear. Dawn pulled a chair between his and Tarrick’s bed for Alyx to sit on, then rummaged around for a spare blanket to wrap around her legs and feet.

      “I don’t want you to catch a chill,” she explained when Alyx looked at her strangely.

      “Dawn, it’s the middle of spring.”

      “I know.” She turned pink. “It’s just that after everything you did for us, I couldn’t bear the thought of you getting sick.”

      “What are you talking about?” Alyx was mystified.

      “I’m talking about how you saved my life, and Finn’s and Tarrick’s,” Dawn said softly.

      “And gave Dawn the strength and heart to get Tarrick and me moving,” Finn added.

      “I did nothing of the sort,” Alyx said awkwardly. She couldn’t feel less like a hero if she’d tried. Brynn was gone, possibly dead, and Tarrick was critically injured. And what she’d done… her mind shied away from that thought. “I was as exhausted and miserable as you were.”

      “You made the decision to come back. It saved mine and Tarrick’s lives.”

      “You would have done the same.”

      “You were the one who kept us going when we had given up,” Dawn said gently. “Telling those jokes, keeping us awake and moving. The healer says you overextended yourself when you attacked the warrior about to kill Finn. He can’t explain how you managed to stay conscious, let alone keep going. I don’t know how you found the strength.”

      Alyx shifted uncomfortably. “The jokes weren’t even funny.”

      Finn laughed. “They seemed funny to me. I was in pain and they distracted me, if only for brief moments.”

      She cleared her throat. “I’m glad I could help.”

      “You did. Tarrick will tell you that himself when he wakes up, and you’ll have to believe him because he knows all.”

      Finn and Dawn both laughed at that, taking the edge off Alyx’s discomfort.

      “Have you heard the news about Brynn?” she asked quietly.

      Finn’s silence answered Alyx’s question. Her heart sank into her chest.

      “That means he has to be dead right? I mean… if nobody has found him yet…”

      “Nobody has found a body,” Dawn said quickly. “And DarkSkull hasn’t given up searching.”

      “Of course.” Alyx stood, fighting the dizziness that threatened to overwhelm her. “I’m going to go back to bed and get some rest.”

      “I’ll help you.” Dawn jumped up immediately.

      “No, it’s fine,” Alyx said. “Stay with your brother.”

      Alyx made her way back to the room next door, feeling off balance and groggy. She laid down on the bed, pulled the covers up over her head and tried to shut the world out.

      It didn’t work.

      As soon as she closed her eyes, all she could see was the warrior’s head exploding right before her eyes and Brynn being dragged away by Galien.

      The tears came and she fought them back, shoving her face into the pillow. If she started crying now she might never stop.

      

      By late the next afternoon, Alyx was discharged from the healing rooms and sent back to her dormitory. While the grogginess and dizziness had passed, after not sleeping most of the night, she still felt exhausted and wrung out.

      Dawn returned from visiting Finn soon after, clutching a note that had been passed to her by Madame Grange.

      Romas wanted to see them.

      “Are you feeling up to it?” Dawn asked.

      “I’m just tired, really.”

      “Howell told me we’ll all feel like that for a few days. He said it’s from overusing our magic.”

      “Oh.” Alyx still didn’t have a clear memory of what she’d done, or how she used magic, but she did remember killing that nameless attacker. And Howell had said her magic had broken out.

      “Alyx?” Dawn noticed her shudder. “Are you all right? I can go on my own to see Romas.”

      “I killed someone.” The words echoed starkly in their small room. Alyx’s hands started trembling so violently she had to sit on them. “What if I do it again?”

      Alyx felt the bed rock as Dawn sat beside her. “Alyx, look at me.”

      “I can’t stop shaking. It makes me sick to think about, Dawn.”

      “Shush.” Dawn took gentle hold of Alyx’s shoulders. “You saved Finn’s life, and I know it must terrify you that you used mage power to do it, but it doesn’t make you a bad person. It doesn’t make what you did wrong. Do you understand me?”

      Alyx managed a nod.

      “As for doing it again, Howell will teach you now. He’ll make sure you learn how to control it. I’ll help you. We all will. You’re not alone.”

      Alyx bit her lip against the tears that threatened to overwhelm her. “We’d better go and see Romas.”

      “Are you sure—”

      She rose from the bed. “Anything is better than sitting in this room. Come on.”

      

      Dawn linked their arms as they left the dormitory and crossed to the main hall.

      “How’s Finn?” Alyx asked.

      “The healers want him to stay with them a little longer to make sure that infection doesn’t set in, but they think he’ll be fine.” Dawn smiled.

      “And Tarrick?”

      Dawn looked sad. “He still hasn’t woken.”

      “I see.”

      They were shown straight through into Romas’ quarters, but Alyx stopped at the threshold when she saw Galien and Fengel sitting in chairs opposite the master’s desk. Fengel sported a purple bruise on his jaw and Galien’s right forearm was bandaged. Both were staring at the floor. She wasn’t sure how to name the mix of emotions she felt at seeing them—fear, always, but now some anger too. Why hadn’t they protected Brynn better? What had they really been doing up at the tower that night?

      “Come and sit, initiates.” Romas waved them in. The sound of his voice caused an odd dissonance in Alyx’s mind, like there was something she was trying to remember but couldn’t. It was the same feeling she got whenever she tried to remember...

      Cold needles of dread tingled at the back of her mind, but she was distracted by Dawn’s urgent question.

      “Sir, have you found Brynn?”

      “Not yet, I’m sorry.”

      “I don’t understand.” Alyx was upset enough to address Galien directly. “Why would they attack you and only take him? You must have just let him go, or maybe you handed him over. Why did you even take him in the first place?”

      Galien’s jaw clenched. “He was closer to me than the rest of you, so I thought it best to grab him and run. It was dark and raining and the fighting was chaotic. I lost track of Brynn while I was battling the mage with the attacking force. Once it was over and I’d killed the mage, Brynn was gone.”

      “Maybe he ran away to get clear of the fighting?” Dawn suggested.

      “Then why hasn’t he made his way back here?” Fengel sneered.

      “Fengel, enough!” Romas barked. “The initiate was under your protection, and I find your attitude appalling.”

      “I’m sorry, sir,” he muttered.

      “I asked you here to apologise for what happened, initiates.” Romas turned to Alyx and Dawn. “We didn’t realise the danger we placed you in. If we’d known the attack was two-pronged—from both the north and south—we’d never have sent you up to light the signal fire.”

      “What happened, sir?” Alyx wanted to know.

      “The attack from the north we pushed back comfortably enough, but our resources were too stretched to deal adequately with the subsequent attack from the south, and that’s how you ended up vulnerable.” Romas nodded at Galien. “First Patrol managed to kill the mage with the attacking force and drive off the remaining warriors with her. Master Rothai is chasing them down as we speak while Second Patrol is out looking for Brynn.”

      “Was the mage familiar?” Dawn asked.

      “No,” Romas said heavily. “You both look exhausted, so go and get some rest. You’re excused from classes for the remainder of the week. Galien, First Patrol will relieve Second if they return from their search without having found Brynn.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The four of them shuffled out into the hallway together, but Galien did no more than give Alyx a dark look before striding away down the hallway, Fengel in tow.

      

      Alyx and Dawn crawled under the covers early, but Alyx barely slept, and she heard Dawn tossing and turning all night.

      “Something isn’t right about all of this, Dawn.” She spoke aloud into the dark room.

      “I know.”

      “We can’t trust anything Galien says, even if Romas does. If Brynn was okay he would have made it back here by now. And were First Patrol really up there that night on Romas’ orders?”

      “It was chaotic, but I caught a quick glimpse of Fengel’s thoughts as he dragged me away. His intent was to get me clear, not hurt me.” Dawn paused. “Whatever was going on, Galien and Fengel were following orders. I sensed that too.”

      “The same orders we overheard them talking about that night in the barn?”

      “I don’t know. I’m sorry. I was so afraid, I wasn’t focused enough to use my magic well.”

      “Dawn...” she hesitated. “I don’t trust what Romas says either.”

      “I feel so anxious,” Dawn said. “And worried.”

      “Me too.”

      “Do you think Brynn is still alive?”

      “I don’t know,” Alyx whispered.

      

      The girls woke before dawn, Alyx still feeling slightly groggy. The groups of initiates and apprentices sitting at tables in the dining hall turned to stare as they came in, but nobody came up to talk to them.

      Dawn and Alyx ate silently, feeling weighed down by the stares and whispered conversations. After breakfast they went down to the stables to see to the horses.

      “Finn says it’s a good sign Tarrick is still alive,” Dawn chattered as they walked through warm sunshine. “The first couple of days are critical, apparently.”

      Alyx shuddered slightly. “I still can’t believe how close we came to death, how close Tarrick still is. Maybe Brynn is already dead. It scares me, I just want to go home.”

      “Well, you will get to go home and see Prince Cayr soon,” Dawn teased. “Surely that will make everything better?”

      “I don’t know if I’ll ever feel better again, Dawn,” Alyx said darkly.

      Dawn reached out and took her hand tightly, and tears glistened in her eyes. “I know what you mean. I can’t get it out of my head, the fear and the horror. I miss Brynn already.”

      Alyx returned the squeeze. “One step at a time, right?”

      “Right.”

      “And when I go home... see Cayr... it will help. I know it will.” She determinedly ignored the fact her magic had broken out. Her father would keep his promise, he would! She didn’t have to come back, no matter what happened with her magic.

      “I’m glad you have him. Finn and I have always thought we were lucky here, to have each other to help cope. Tarrick and Brynn both knew what to expect when they came here, they’ve grown up amongst the mage life. You were alone and I think you’ve been amazing.”

      Alyx turned red. “Watch out, you’ll make my head bigger than it already is. I don’t think I’ve done great at all. I’ve been miserable and depressed almost this whole year. I’ve also been terrified far too often.”

      “I think we’re supposed to be scared,” Dawn said. “We’re required to survive here with little magical training, with only our wits and these staffs Howell made us build to protect ourselves.”

      “I know.”

      “You’re still upset about killing that man.” Dawn took her hands and squeezed them gently. “You did the right thing.”

      “I killed someone. Do you know how that makes me feel?” Alyx whispered. “I never thought I was the kind of person that could kill another person. I saw his face explode in front of me, I did that. What am I doing here?”

      “It’s all right.” Dawn hugged her tightly. “I’m here, no matter what happened. You saved my brother’s life and I won’t forget it.”

      Alyx hugged her back, needing the comfort. After a short time, the trembling began to steady, and the lump in her throat faded. Inch by inch, she fought the tumult of horror and guilt and disgust until it was tightly shielded from her mind.

      “Thanks, Dawn,” she said, stepping back.

      “No problem.” Dawn smiled. “Now let’s go and see to the horses. It might help to do something mindless for a while.”

      It did help. The hypnotic movements of grooming Tingo’s silky coat, as well as his affectionate companionship, relaxed Alyx. The two girls groomed their own horses, then moved on to groom the boys’ horses. Once that was done, they took turns exercising them in the field beside the stables. Aside from being a little lethargic, the horses seemed to have sustained no ill effects from their recent experience.

      By the time they finished, it was lunchtime, and after a quick meal in the dining hall they headed for the healing rooms.

      As they came up the stairs to the top floor, they almost ran straight into Finn who was limping down the hall towards them, his broken arm in plaster.

      “I was just coming to look for you!” he panted.

      “Should you be running around like that? Take it easy, Finn,” Dawn said in concern.

      “Tarrick’s awake!” he said excitedly, ignoring his sister.

      “What?” Alyx’s heart leapt. “Where?”

      “In his room. He woke up an hour ago. The healers have been with him this whole time, and they say he’ll need some bed rest, but he’ll be fine.”

      “Can we see him?” Dawn asked with shining eyes.

      “Follow me!”

      Finn turned and began limping back along the way he’d come. Dawn and Alyx followed just as quickly.

      An unconscious smile spread across Alyx’s face as she saw Tarrick sitting up against the pillows. His face was covered in bruises and he looked pale as death, but his teeth flashed bright against his dark skin as he saw them.

      “I’ve got visitors!” he exclaimed happily. “I’m getting so sick of those healers hovering over me.”

      Alyx felt such a powerful rush of relief to hear Tarrick’s familiar confident voice again that tears welled in her eyes and she had to fight hard not to let them fall.

      “You’ve only been awake an hour, Tarrick. They were worried about you,” Finn said, easing himself gingerly into a chair by the bed.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You weren’t fine when we dragged you back here,” Dawn said tartly.

      Tarrick’s face sobered at that. “The healer told me what you did for me. I don’t know how I’ll ever thank you for it.”

      Gone were all traces of Tarrick’s usually pompous manner, and the three of them awkwardly studied their shoes or the cracks in the ceiling.

      “I’m serious,” Tarrick persevered despite his obvious discomfort. “I’ve treated you like you were lesser mages and innocents, just because your powers aren’t as great as mine. What you did for me was as far from ‘lesser’ as it is possible to be. I’ve been wrong, and arrogant. I apologise.”

      Nobody knew what to say to this either. Finn cleared his throat loudly, which somehow made them all grin, then burst out laughing. Finn and Tarrick both winced as the laughing hurt their injuries, which prompted a healer to appear and warn Alyx and Dawn they had to leave soon.

      They quickly filled both Tarrick and Finn in on their meeting with Romas. Tarrick’s face turned dark with anger.

      “I don’t believe them,” he said savagely. “Galien and Fengel could have protected Brynn if they’d really tried, and now...”

      “He could still be all right,” Alyx said.

      A tense silence fell, and she knew they were all thinking what she was. If Brynn had just gotten lost in the dark, he should have made it back to DarkSkull by now.

      “Why did he even take Brynn?” Finn kicked the bottom of Tarrick’s bed in frustration. “I know he and Fengel claim to have been trying to help us up there, but if Galien had just left him with us he might have been all right.”

      “It was chaotic, and Brynn was pretty far from the rest of us,” Dawn said. “It’s possible Galien thought the best thing was to get Brynn clear while assuming Fengel had the rest of us looked after.”

      “I am… sorry,” Tarrick said stiltedly. “You must all be very upset. I know he was a good friend. I am sorry that I couldn’t do more to stop him being taken.”

      “This isn’t your fault,” Dawn said. “No more than it is my fault, or Alyx’s.”

      “We’ll be back tomorrow,” Alyx promised as they rose to leave.

      As soon as the passing healer mage spotted Finn on his feet and moving, he was pronounced as fine and ready to be discharged.

      “No riding or strenuous activity for two weeks,” she warned him. “And your master has excused you all from classes for the next week.”

      “No classes?” Finn’s face fell.

      “Which means no sparring classes,” Dawn said pointedly.

      He brightened. “All right!”

      

      They stepped out into the afternoon sunlight to find a servant waiting for Alyx.

      “Master Howell would like to see you, Initiate,” he said politely.

      “Just me?”

      “Yes, he said to tell you he’s in the usual room.”

      “Mysterious as always.” Dawn sighed.

      “Maybe he wants to talk to you about your power,” Finn said eagerly. “Have you used it since that night?”

      “No,” Alyx told him. “I don’t remember it very clearly, and I haven’t felt a shred of magic since it happened.”

      “I didn’t see what happened very well either.” He frowned, then glanced around and lowered his voice. “But you destroyed that man’s face. You must have some sort of warrior power.”

      “Finn, please!” Dawn snapped at her brother. “Can’t you imagine how Alyx must feel?”

      Alyx had flinched at Finn’s casual words, and he turned to her with an apologetic look. “I’m sorry. I hope you don’t blame yourself for what happened. You saved my life.”

      “It’s fine,” she mumbled. “I’d prefer not to think about it.”

      “You should go,” Dawn pushed her away after a reassuring hug.

      “I should.” She sighed. “I’ll find you later.”
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      Wishing she were going anyplace else, Alyx went up to the room where they learned from Howell every Seventhday. The door was closed, so she knocked and entered, nervously tucking a strand of hair behind her ears.

      Howell sat on one of a cluster of chairs by the window where he usually taught them. He looked up at her entrance and smiled.

      “Alyx, come in and take a seat.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said, crossing the large space to one of the other chairs. Her gaze remained firmly on the floor, but she saw Howell shifting in his seat before he spoke.

      “If it helps, I completely disagreed with Master Romas’ chosen course of action. I didn’t want to send you up there, and after you were ambushed, I tried to convince him to allow you to return here rather than follow the fleeing attackers. I’m sorry things turned out the way they did.”

      Alyx nodded, unable to find words to respond.

      Howell changed the subject. “Do you know why I asked you here today?”

      “No,” she said. “I don’t.”

      “When Dawn was giving me a report about the events of that night, she told me that when you were under attack outside the tower, you summoned a concussive energy ball just as Tarrick does?”

      “Yes, sir. That’s how I killed the warrior trying to kill Finn and Tarrick,” Alyx said reluctantly.

      “Dawn also indicated that, for a brief moment, you communicated with her telepathically?”

      “I don’t really remember clearly; I was panicked and afraid, and so was she. I might have just been yelling,” Alyx said.

      “Please try to remember.” Howell’s voice had become firm. “Alyx, I know it’s difficult, but it’s very important that you try.”

      Alyx looked at him a moment then nodded, taking a deep breath before thinking back to that night. “Brynn and I were running up the tower stairs to light the signal fire. I heard Dawn scream for help in my mind…”

      “Did Brynn hear the same call for help?” he interrupted.

      “I don’t know, he never said he did.”

      “And then what happened?”

      “I told her I was coming, and then I went back while Brynn kept going up.”

      “I see.” Howell stroked his beard contemplatively. “Would it surprise you to know that Dawn told me she heard you respond to her call for help? That she also heard when you shouted at them to get down before loosing the energy ball at the man attacking her brother?”

      Alyx tried to focus on the memories without seeing the head exploding in her mind’s eye. “I remember. I felt the power in my arms… it was so hot, like my arms were on fire, and somehow I knew it would be big. I shouted aloud for everyone to get down before I lost control and it exploded out of me.”

      “According to Dawn, you didn’t shout it aloud. You shouted it into their minds. Finn agrees with her account.”

      “It all happened so fast. I must have shouted it aloud. How else would they have heard me?”

      Howell nodded and sat back in his chair. “Would you try to summon another energy ball for me?”

      “Now?”

      “Yes, please, without the others around.”

      Alyx looked down at her hands, trying to remember how she’d summoned the power in the first place. The only thing she remembered clearly was how scared she’d been that Tarrick and Finn were so close to death, and how angry she’d felt. After that it had just happened.

      Still staring at her hands, she closed her eyes and tried to focus on summoning that green-white shimmer, tried to focus on the white-hot heat she’d felt in her hands.

      Nothing.

      She couldn’t even feel a glimmer of power. Her hands remained cool and skin-coloured.

      Eventually she opened her eyes. “I can’t.”

      “Okay.” Howell seemed unperturbed by this. “I’m picturing something in my mind now, can you see what it is?”

      “Shouldn’t you be asking Dawn to do that?”

      “Just try, Alyx.”

      Sighing, she closed her eyes again and concentrated fiercely on Howell, opening her mind for anything that might be coming through.

      “All I see is black,” she said in irritation.

      “Okay.”

      Now Howell stood. He walked across to the cupboards lining the far wall, opened one and took out a small yellow ball. He came back and passed it to her. It was soft and squishy in her grip.

      “Now hold your right hand out, palm facing upwards, and place the ball on your palm, please.”

      Alyx held her hand up and did as instructed, placing the yellow ball in her open right palm. She was feeling increasingly silly, but Howell was as calm and unperturbed as always.

      “Now, I would like you to try and use your mind to lift the ball into the air, making it hover above your palm.”

      “What? Why?” Her patience finally gave out.

      “Do as I say, Alyx,” he said firmly. “Don’t close your eyes, just focus on the ball sitting in your hand. Use your mind to push at it, see it hovering above your palm. Focus all your concentration on that.”

      Alyx took a deep breath, turning her gaze to the ball sitting on her right palm. She ignored the ache beginning in her arm, and focused all her attention on the ball. She remembered how it felt in her fingers, held that sensation in her mind, then pushed outwards, visualizing it lifting off her palm.

      A strange thing happened. She felt a slight tingling in her mind, a faint buzzing sensation. Then, her vision of the ball rising became reality. The yellow ball hopped on her palm, rising into the air for a brief second, before dropping back.

      Alyx eyes flew to Howell in astonishment. He continued stroking his beard in contemplation.

      “Did I just imagine that?”

      “No, you didn’t.” He smiled slightly. “I presume you’re aware of my mage talent?”

      “You’re a telekinetic, aren’t you? You can move objects with your mind.”

      “Yes, which is exactly what you just did.”

      “You mean my mage talent is the same as yours? I’m a telekinetic?”

      “Not exactly. The other night you could summon a concussion blast, as well as communicate telepathically with Dawn.”

      “But I couldn’t do that today.”

      “No.” Howell rose again and walked towards the window, leaning against the sill. “Alyx, I believe you are a mage of the higher order.”

      Alyx laughed. “Me? I don’t even know what those are, really, except that Galien is one of them.”

      “Yes, he is, the only one currently at DarkSkull, except, it turns out, for you,” he said. “Mages of the higher order are extremely rare.”

      “What are they, exactly?” Alyx still had no idea what Howell was on about.

      “A mage that can absorb the powers of those around them,” he replied. “Just as you absorbed and used Tarrick and Dawn’s powers that night, and how you absorbed and used mine just now. A mage of the highest order is an extremely powerful entity, Alyx, one who can absorb whatever power is around them.”

      Alyx’s mouth fell open. “I didn’t realise just how much of a threat Galien was to us.”

      “You will be a match for him, in time.”

      “But how can I be one of these mages? It’s been almost a year, and no power has emerged until now.”

      “People are different, and power comes to them at different times. For Brynn and Tarrick, who grew up amongst mages, it came faster, being more natural to them. For you and the twins, it came more slowly. This is no indication of how powerful you are.”

      “Lord-Mage Casovar…”

      “Yes, he is a mage of the higher order, the first we’d had at DarkSkull in years before Galien.” Howell sighed. “But aside from those two…well, there were only two mages of the higher order alive, Alyx. Now there are three.”

      “Oh.” That shocked her. For so long she’d thought the idea she was a mage ridiculous. To now truly realise she was one, and a powerful one at that, was difficult to process.

      “We always knew there was a chance you’d be powerful, given who your mother was,” Howell said. “But I didn’t quite expect you’d be this powerful.”

      “Wait... you knew my mother?” Alyx gaped at him.

      “Of course. We studied together at DarkSkull.” Howell frowned. “I’m surprised you didn’t know that.”

      “I knew she studied here,” Alyx said. “But I don’t know much else about her. She died when I was five.”

      Howell’s eyebrows shot to the roof, and for an instant his calm features looked completely stunned before the expression faded.

      “I see,” he said, then frowned. “I had thought you and Ladan had been talking.”

      “Ladan?” Alyx was confused; what had Ladan to do with anything? “He’s been very protective of me, but he doesn’t talk much.”

      “You are a mass of surprises, Alyx Egalion,” he murmured. “Your mother was a mage of the higher order. You should have known that. I wonder why your father never told you.”

      “He wanted to protect me.”

      Howell’s eyebrows raised again.

      “I mean…” Alyx hesitated. “I don’t know why I said that, it’s just a feeling.”

      “You are undoubtedly right. There is so much you don’t know, I wonder whether that is a good thing? Maybe it is.”

      “Wait.” Realisation clicked. “That’s why everyone has looked at me so speculatively since I arrived. You, Master Romas, even Master Rothai. I didn’t understand why, but you were all waiting to see if I was like her.”

      “Yes, we were.”

      She sat down again. “How did she die? Was she one of the disappeared mages?”

      “The council doesn’t know how she died,” he said carefully. “What did you father tell you?”

      “That it was an accident. I never asked for details because...” Alyx’s voice trailed off and she gave an irritated sigh. She didn’t want any part of the mage world, even if her mother had been in it. Curiosity wasn’t going to help; her mother was long gone. “None of this matters, sir. I’m not coming back here.”

      “Whether you study here or not, your ability will see you hunted. Two of the mages who disappeared in the past eight years were mages of the higher order.”

      “Master Howell, if I never return here, then nobody will know that I’m a mage of the higher order, yes? I don’t intend to use magic in the future. I’ll be fine.”

      “If that’s what you think, I won’t argue.” He spoke in a knowing tone that irritated Alyx. “One more word of warning.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “The Taliath, as we knew them, are gone. Should that ever change, steer clear of them.”

      “Why?” She was even more mystified than she had been.

      “Let’s say that a Taliath and a mage of the higher order are not a good mix, and leave it at that.”

      If Alyx had seriously thought she would meet one of the fabled Taliath, she might have pursued the matter with Howell. As it was, however, the Taliath were all dead and she was a month and a half away from leaving the mage life forever.

      She rose and went to the door, pausing before leaving.

      “Howell, I detest this place.” Bitterness edged her voice and she couldn’t stop it. “I’ve been attacked and mistreated. My friend has been taken and might be dead. Keep your precious mages away from me. I’m done. I’m going home, and I’m not coming back.”

      The door slammed behind her.
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      “Howell really thinks you’re a mage of the higher order?” Tarrick asked in awe.

      Alyx rolled her eyes. “Yes, but don’t we all have some questions about Howell’s sanity? Tarrick, you’re a far more powerful mage than I am.”

      “Clearly I’m not.” Tarrick seemed to be fixated on the idea that Howell was right, and that Tarrick may have been associating with something as precious as a mage of the higher order this whole time. It probably had something to do with his parents’ disappointment in him, but Alyx didn’t like it. She was leaving, after all, and was only going to disappoint him.

      “I don’t think you should tell anyone else about this,” Finn said soberly. “All mages are in danger, but if mages of the higher order are as rare as you say, you’re likely to be a target.”

      “I’m not going to say anything,” she promised. “In fact, I plan to do my best to forget all about this wretched year.”

      “Do you think Master Romas would allow Lieutenant Caverlock and the other Bluecoats to stay at DarkSkull Hall as protection?” Dawn asked in concern.

      “That’s not necessary.” Alyx said, exasperated. “Can we please leave this alone? I’m going home in a month, and then all this will be over.”

      “I don’t…” Tarrick began, then stopped at a quelling glance from Dawn, who changed the subject.

      “So, how about those exams coming up?”

      “We should be fine,” Finn chimed in. “We’ve been studying that History of Mages book hard.”

      Everyone at the table stared at him.

      “You mean, you’ve been studying the book hard,” Tarrick said.

      “Maybe.” He grinned. “But I can help you.”

      “Something to look forward too,” Tarrick grumbled. “Sitting around inside in this beautiful weather memorizing a dusty old tome.”

      “It’s actually quite interesting…” Finn began eagerly.

      Tarrick groaned and lowered his head to the table with a thump, cutting Finn off.

      “I think studying will be a welcome break from all that’s happened lately,” Dawn said loyally. “Alyx and I would appreciate your help, Finn.”

      “Yes, that would be lovely, thank you,” she said. All thoughts of passing her final exam had fallen from her mind after recent events.

      Ladan’s familiar figure appeared at the entrance to the dining hall.  Surprised by his wave and gesture to come over, Alyx rose.

      “I’ll be back soon,” she promised Tarrick.

      She caught up to Ladan in the hall outside where he waited for her.

      “You’re all right?” he asked, his hard gaze giving her a once-over. “I know they let you out of the healers’ rooms, but—”

      “Ladan, I’m fine. I promise. What did Howell want to see you about the other...” her voice trailed off as she spotted the bulging saddlebags sitting at his feet. “Going somewhere?”

      A sharp nod. “Home. It’s time.”

      That made no sense. “But it’s not long until the end of the year and your magic hasn’t broken out yet.”

      “It won’t.”

      “You can’t know that for certain.”

      “Trust me, I know. And now it’s time for me to leave.” He shifted. “The Blue Guard will get you home safely and I need to get back to Widow Falls. There are urgent issues that need my attention.”

      “You’re not telling me the whole truth,” she said softly.

      Frustration burned on his face. “I wish I could stay, that’s the truth. But I learned something recently and... well, I truly believe you’ll be safer if I’m gone.”

      “Why?” It didn’t make any sense. He’d been so insistent on protecting her, and after everything that had just happened, he was leaving?

      “It’s better you not know. I need you to trust me when I tell you I’m certain I’m protecting you better by leaving.” Bitterness twisted his face at those words, and she sensed they held deeper meaning.

      Alyx hesitated. “Is it to do with my family? Howell said something today that indicated you know more about me, or about my mother. I dismissed it at first, because the implication seemed silly, but then I thought about how you’ve been so fixated on protecting me. My whole life, I’ve heard stories that you’re merciless, that you’ve killed people in cold blood. Yet, despite being remote, you’ve never shown anything but kindness to me. I don’t understand why.”

      He stared at her for a full second after the words had finished tumbling out of her. “Yes, I’ve killed many,” he said at last. “All Shiven warriors infringing on my lands. I’ve never killed a Rionnan citizen, Alyx.”

      “Then why allow people to believe that you have?”

      “I was a twelve-year-old boy when I took the lordship. I had to project a strong image, one that would keep the other Rionnan lords from coveting my land.”

      “All right, I understand that. But why do you care so much about protecting me? Did you really just happen to be travelling to DarkSkull Hall at the exact moment we passed through your lands?” She paused. “Why me, Ladan?”

      He said nothing, and Alyx studied him as he stood before her, a good head taller, legs planted firmly apart, muscled arms crossed over his chest. His gaze was forbidding, but it didn’t scare her any longer, so she waited patiently for his response.

      “The Mage Council requested that I study here several times over the past few years,” he said finally. “I chose to come this particular time because you showed up on my doorstep. When you told me you were coming here, I wanted to come so that I could make sure you were safe at DarkSkull.”

      He was telling the truth, Alyx thought in astonishment; she could see the hard sincerity in his eyes, in the set of his jaw. Ladan was many things, but he seemed to prize honesty above everything else.

      “Why?”

      “You don’t want to hear why.”

      “Of course I do. Tell me.”

      His eyes softened a fraction. “You’re my sister.”

      There was a full beat of silence as Ladan said nothing further, just looked at her with a challenging stare. Alyx shook her head, convinced she’d heard him wrong.

      “That’s not true.” It was all she could think to say.

      “It is.” Affection softened his hard look. “You may have forgotten me, but I haven’t forgotten you.”

      Alyx read the same honesty in his expression, but his words made no sense to her. Her head whirled as she took an involuntary step back.

      “How can that be possible? My mother…”

      “Left you with our father and took me away with her.” His voice took on a clipped tone. “The plan was to split us up for safety. She left you in the protection of our father and the king of Rionn, and fled with me in case that protection wasn’t enough.”

      “My mother is dead, and I don’t have a brother,” she insisted. “My father would have told me all of this if it were true.” It couldn’t be true, it just couldn’t. Shock and denial warred within her.

      “It is. Our mother was a mage, our father a Taliath.”

      “Our father a....” Alyx knew her mouth was open, but couldn’t seem to close it. Ladan spoke into the silence, his words not giving her the chance to think.

      “Mages were being killed. Our parents were afraid we were in danger because of our bloodline. Our father... he thought we would be safe if he returned to court to live under the protection of the king, but mother disagreed, so she left.”

      Alyx’s head was shaking in denial, and she couldn’t stop it. Ladan had stepped closer, his voice imploring her to believe him. It was too much. “My mother died. Papa told me she died.”

      “It was decided we would be safer if everyone thought mother and I were dead.” Ladan paused and he looked away, clearly fighting distress. “You were five when we separated. I’d thought you would remember me, but our father obviously chose not to tell you I existed.”

      “I don’t remember anything about my...” Alyx stopped dead, that cold feeling of dread she’d felt in Romas’ office creeping through her again, stronger this time. “Even when I try, it’s just fogginess, and it makes me sick if I try too hard.”

      “I have no reason to lie to you.”

      “You’re telling me that my father has lied to me my whole life?” she shouted, catching the attention of a passing apprentice. The young man gave them both an odd look as he walked by.

      “Don’t you remember?” Ladan insisted, reaching out as if to grab and shake her, but checking himself as she stepped back. “That night on the boat? It was dark and raining. I was holding you safe while our parents argued. I didn’t know they were going to take you away from me—you cried when they did. Alyx, don’t you remember? I’m your big brother!”

      “I...” She stared at him, searching his face for that memory. It wasn’t there. Either it had never happened, or...

      “Our mother died when I was eleven, two years after we were separated. She didn’t tell me anything, all I know is what I remember, and I was too young to understand it all.” Frustration filled has face and voice and his shoulders sagged. “I don’t know why we had to be apart, Alyx, I don’t know why!”

      “My father would have told me.” She clung to that, the only truth she could hold onto. He wouldn’t have lied to her.

      “I’m sorry, Aly-girl. I’m so sorry.”

      Ladan’s voice was heavy with regret, but his use of her nickname brought everything sharply into focus. Nobody knew that name, nobody but Cayr, Dashan and her father.

      “How do you...?”

      His lips curled in a faint smile. Alyx felt a jolt in her stomach at the expression on his face. She knew that look; somehow, somewhere she knew that brotherly smile of mixed protectiveness and affection. She didn’t remember having a brother, but she knew that look.

      Alyx eyes filled with tears at the ache of familiarity. “Ladan?”

      “I’d stay if I could. Please believe me, Alyx.” He stepped closer, reaching to touch her cheek. “If you ever need anything, I’m here for you. Goodbye.”

      She stared after him, not knowing what to think or believe. In that one look, she’d felt a rush of longing for something she didn’t even know she’d had, but suddenly knew she’d been missing her whole life.

      

      She ran across the fields to the dormitory hall and fled up the stairs to her room. Once the door closed, she began pacing, unable to sit still. Thoughts jumbled in her head, flashes of insight and realisation she didn’t want to understand. They were too strong, though, crashing through her instinctive walls of denial.

      “Alyx?” The door opened to reveal a worried-looking Dawn. “We saw you run off. Is everything all right?”

      “I think they stole my memories.” Alyx kept pacing, the words spilling out. “I get this weird sensation whenever I try and remember her, but never any other time. And the other night, I think I saw something, or heard something, but they took it from me.”

      “Alyx, stop!” Dawn stepped in front of her. “What happened?”

      “I can’t stop. I can’t be still. He knew my nickname, nobody knows that name. How does he know it?”

      “I don’t understand what’s happening. If you can’t stop and talk to me, I’ll have to fetch a healer.” Dawn sounded frantic, but when Alyx sensed her telepathic power sending thoughts of calm, she pushed the girl away.

      “Stay out of my head!”

      “Alyx, please.”

      It was the tears streaking down Dawn’s face that finally broke through the chaos in Alyx’s head. She stopped, leaning back against the cold stone and sliding slowly down to the floor.

      “Did Dashan tell you my nickname? Maybe that’s how Ladan knew it.”

      “I didn’t know you had one.”

      Alyx watched as Dawn lowered herself to the floor a distance away, deliberately not getting too close.

      “I got this strange feeling when I saw Romas the other day—it’s like a fogginess in my thoughts, and if I concentrate too much, it makes me sick.” Alyx struggled to be clear. “I’ve only ever felt it before when I tried to remember my mother. My father told me she died when I was five, but I have no memory of her at all, even though I feel like I should, because five is old enough to remember something.”

      “You’ve mentioned that before,” Dawn said carefully. “Why do you think you suddenly felt it with Romas the other day?”

      “The night of the attack, he wanted to see me when we got back. I don’t remember going there, just passing out on the way. It was the next time I saw him after that—the sensation was identical Dawn—and deep down I just knew. There’s a reason I can’t remember my mother.”

      Dawn nodded, as if everything Alyx was saying were completely rational. “You were talking about Ladan when I first came in. How does he figure into all of this?”

      “He’s leaving.” Alyx took a struggling breath. “He said....”

      The tears wouldn’t be held back any longer. They poured down her face, accompanied by deep, heaving sobs.

      She didn’t understand anything anymore. Her world was falling apart, shattered by horrible truths she didn’t want to accept. Her father loved her, she knew he loved her. She wanted him to take away everything Ladan had said. The thought of Cayr didn’t even give her comfort any more. He was too distant. With a wrench, she realised that she couldn’t even remember what he looked like in detail.

      When Dawn shifted closer, a tentative arm reaching out to wrap around Alyx’s shoulders, Alyx turned into her, blindly seeking the comfort she was offering. And somewhere in there, in fits and starts amidst the sobs, she told Dawn what Ladan had said.

      When, hours or minutes later, the sobs choked themselves out, Dawn squeezed her shoulders.

      “I’m going to go down and tell the boys that you’re fine, so they stop worrying. Then I’m going to sneak us some food out of the kitchens and come back so we can sit here on this hard floor and talk all night if that’s what you’d like.”

      Alyx nodded, rubbing at her gritty eyes.

      “I won’t be long, Alyx. It’s going to be all right. I promise.”
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      The following days weren’t easy. After her confrontation with Ladan and the events of the night of the attack, not even the prospect of seeing Cayr soon was comfort anymore. Alyx could barely summon the motivation to attend meals in the dining hall, let alone concentrate and participate properly in lessons. It felt like she was living inside a daze, everything going on around her a half-step slower than it should be.

      Worry for Brynn occupied a large chunk of her thoughts. The searchers still hadn’t found a body, and both DarkSkull patrols continued to search fruitlessly for the initiate mage.

      When not worrying over Brynn, she would obsess over what Ladan had told her. Was it possible Ladan was mistaken about who she was? She couldn’t think of any reason for him to lie about something like that, yet it was impossible to reconcile with her innate belief in her father. And what had Romas taken from her? What had happened that night? Eventually her head would begin to pound and she’d push all thoughts of Ladan and her father away.

      When not thinking about either of those things, Alyx’s thoughts usually dwelled on how badly she just wanted to go home so that all the pain and fear would go away. When she felt particularly bad, she began to wonder whether going home really would fix anything, or if the fear and misery would follow her back there.

      Amidst all of this, she made little headway with her newly-discovered magic. Now involved with the others in Howell’s Seventhday lessons, she tried unsuccessfully to summon her magic again. Howell was patient with her, but she knew deep down that she lacked the will to try. What if her magic burst out of her again and hurt somebody? She didn’t care about the fact she was a mage of the higher order, or that she supposedly had powerful magic at her disposal. That wasn’t the life she wanted.

      The one bright spot was that both Galien and Fengel appeared to be temporarily leaving them alone. Alyx was still subjected to the dark looks and attempts to bully her in class, but neither made any attempt to speak with Alyx and her friends, or corner them alone.

      “Just waiting until the attention on them dies down,” Finn said ominously.

      “Finn, please,” Dawn chided her brother.

      “He’s right,” Tarrick weighed in. “Losing Brynn made them look bad. They won’t want to risk further incurring the council’s anger for now. That doesn’t mean he’s stopped hating you, Alyx.”

      Dawn pushed Alyx to talk to Howell about Ladan and her mother, but Alyx refused.

      “I don’t trust him. I don’t trust any of them.”

      “But he knew your mother, and it seems obvious he knows more about Ladan too.” Dawn was gentle but firm. “He might have answers that would put your mind at rest.”

      “Or he might take more of my memories.”

      “I haven’t told Finn about any of this, like you asked.” Dawn hesitated. “But I did ask him some questions and looked up books in the library. Technically, it’s possible for strong telepath mages to take thoughts from peoples’ minds. Stealing their memories, in effect.”

      “So you believe me?”

      “It would explain why you don’t remember your mother,” Dawn said carefully. “But it seems an extreme thing to do. If it is what happened... Alyx, it would indicate that Ladan told you the truth.”

      Alyx shivered. “I know. And what happened the night of the attack that Romas had to take it from me?”

      “Are you really sure—

      “Absolutely certain.”

      Dawn hesitated. “I ran into Jayn earlier today. She wanted to ask if we were all okay after what happened. She wanted to apologise, too.”

      “For what?”

      “She was one of the apprentices on guard at the tower we were sent to. She said they’d received orders from Rothai to patrol down the valley, that’s why they weren’t at the tower to light the signal fire. Apparently the local militia had picked up something unusual in the area and Rothai wanted the apprentices to check it out.”

      “But they attacked from the north instead of the south, so the militia information must have been old.”

      “I suppose.”

      Alyx frowned. “You don’t think so.”

      “I don’t know. I’m just uneasy about all of it. If Romas really did take some of your memories... and what happened to Brynn? If he got caught up in the fighting and was killed, they should have found a body.”

      “If Brynn was alive, he would have made it back or been found by now,” Alyx said gently.

      Tears welled in Dawn’s eyes, and Alyx felt the same rush of sadness. Reaching out, she took Dawn’s hand and squeezed.

      

      “This code is hundreds of years old,” Finn said one evening as they studied out on the grass by the lake, soaking up the last remaining rays of sunlight for the day. “They still expect us to abide by it?”

      “Absolutely,” Tarrick said. “The mage code is law. Nothing sits above it.”

      “It’s strange, though,” Dawn said. “Look at this particular rule, ‘mages must not have relations, on threat of expulsion from the mage order.’”

      “Relations?” Tarrick smirked, leaning over to look where Dawn was reading.

      “Yes.” Finn smirked back.

      Dawn looked intrigued; Alyx caught her glance and leaned over to look at the passage herself. She made an effort to give Dawn a half-smile before dropping her gaze and trying again to read the words on the page in front of her.

      “Yes, I know what relations mean, Finn.” Tarrick rolled his eyes.

      “That talk we had with mother and father was extremely uncomfortable.” Dawn shuddered at the memory.  Alyx couldn’t help a smile at that, remembering her own awkward conversation with her father. It was a good thing Cayr wasn’t a mage, she thought.

      “I think they were more worried about me going off and getting some poor girl pregnant, than your honour being besmirched.” Finn grimaced in shared memory. “But yes, let’s hope we never have to have that conversation with them again.”

      “You and Cayr should know something about these ‘relations,’ right Alyx?” Tarrick asked with a grin.

      Alyx heard her name and snapped out of the fog she’d been in. “What?”

      “Seriously, are you paying any attention to us at all?”

      “I’m trying to study,” she said. “I was concentrating.”

      “Tarrick was saying that you and Cayr must have… you know?” Dawn said shyly.

      Alyx felt herself turn almost as red as Dawn had been. “We’ve kissed a couple of times.”

      “Yes, given both your positions, I imagine it wouldn’t have gone any further than that,” Tarrick said, sharing a knowing look with the other boy.

      “Really, what’s it like?” Dawn asked.

      Alyx caught the boys winking at each other, and sniffed. “That’s private.”

      “Come on,” Finn chuckled. “Let’s go back to studying.”

      Alyx was glad for the release from conversation, and returned her attention to pretending to read her book.

      

      Later that evening, when they were alone in their room, Dawn asked the question again. Alyx considered a few moments before replying.

      “It was lovely,” she said eventually. “Cayr was very polite and gentle about it, and he made me tingle all the way down to my toes.”

      Dawn sighed dreamily. “That Bluecoat friend of yours is very handsome.”

      “Who, Dash?” Alyx was startled into an amused grin.

      “I think I’d like it if he kissed me.”

      Alyx couldn’t help chuckling at the thought of anyone wanting to kiss Dashan Caverlock. He was annoying, opinionated and a wastrel, and she couldn’t think of anyone she’d want to kiss less.

      “What’s wrong with Dash?”

      “I grant you, he is very… well formed.” Alyx considered his powerful, yet graceful physique, and the warm charm of his smile. “But that’s all on the surface. Still, if you want to, go ahead and kiss him. I’m sure he wouldn’t protest.”

      Dawn turned a deep red, and rolled under her covers with a loud huff. Still smiling to herself in amusement, Alyx doused their tiny candle and rolled under her own quilt.

      “Alyx?”

      “Yes?”

      “That’s the first time I’ve seen you smile in a while.”

      Alyx stiffened under the covers. “I know.”

      “You will get through this. I promise you.”

      

      That night was when the nightmares started.

      Alyx fell into a restless sleep as usual, but sometime during the night, she became aware that something was ripping her away from her slumber. She tumbled down a dark tunnel, and a sensation of utter despair and fear clutched at her mind. She tried to fight it off, tried to rid herself of the invisible bindings dragging her mind endlessly down. The further along the tunnel she descended, the faster she seemed to move.

      Her struggles increased as a whisper of magic brushed across her mind; she felt it as if from a distance, like furnace heat. There was extraordinary power in that touch, like nothing she’d felt before, and Alyx knew it could destroy her with a single look. Nothing at DarkSkull could match the sublime purity of darkness that was the essence of it. Terror clutched at her and she struggled anew to free herself from being dragged ever closer towards this dark power.

      Just as an eerie, flickering blue light appeared ahead, and she knew she was about to be captured and destroyed, she woke up.

      Alyx shot up gasping from underneath the covers, sweat slick on her skin, breathing harshly as if she’d run for miles. The quiet darkness of the room she shared with Dawn suddenly seemed oppressive, as if what had haunted her dream was now in the waking world as well.

      Unable to sit still, she threw back the quilt and jumped out of bed, feeling the cool touch of the stone floor on her bare feet. She walked the two steps to the rack by the door and picked up her staff. It flared for a minute with a pearly white shimmer at her touch, then faded back to its previous colour.

      Still gulping for air, she leaned one hand on the wall and braced herself against it, trying to calm her racing heart.

      “Alyx?” Dawn’s sleepy voice seemed to break the heavy sense of doom in the room, and Alyx let out a breath.

      “Bad dream,” she managed.

      “You sound upset.” Covers rustled as Dawn sat up. “And scared. How bad was this dream?”

      “Pretty bad. I don’t remember ever being so scared in my life,” Alyx admitted. “It was worse than those times Galien came after us, and that’s saying something.”

      Dawn sat up in bed, drawing the covers around her. “Let’s talk for a while, it might help.”

      “Thanks.” Alyx forced herself to sit opposite Dawn on the bed.

      “Was it about Brynn?”

      Alyx shook her head, hugging her knees to her chest.

      “Galien?”

      “No, it wasn’t very specific. It was more sensation than anything else, I think.” She shook her head. “I’d rather not remember it.”

      “Okay.” Dawn contemplated a moment. “It’s not long until we go home. You must be looking forward to that—especially seeing Cayr again.”

      “Of course.” Alyx looked down at her feet.

      “Why don’t you sound more excited about that?” Dawn asked gently.

      “So much has happened since I left… I hope things are still the same at home, that’s all.”

      “From what you’ve told me, Cayr loves you as much as you do him. I’m sure he’s missing you just as badly.”

      “I know. It’s what he wrote in his letter, too,” Alyx admitted, ignoring the niggle of doubt in the very back of her mind. “We should try and sleep.”

      “All right, Alyx.” Dawn reached across and squeezed her arm. “Wake me if you need to talk.”

      

      Once they’d begun, the nightmares plagued Alyx regularly. Rare became the nights when she slept through without being dragged into the nightmare, and her face took on a wan, drawn appearance.

      After a couple of days, instead of waking from the nightmares, she began segueing into violent memories of the warrior she’d killed. Time and time again she would see his face explode from her blast, see flesh ripped from the bone and blood splatter. Alyx began fearing to sleep at night, and on the times where the dreams didn’t plague her, she slept restlessly, unable to settle properly for fear of another dream.

      Dawn was clearly worried about her, and the others too, when she told them. There was nothing they could do however, and despite entreaties from them for her to speak to Howell, Alyx did not seek help from their master. For all she knew, the nightmares were a result of something Romas had done to her mind.

      She withdrew from them, knowing what was happening but unable to help herself. It was too hard to talk and joke as if everything was alright, to pretend like she wasn’t an inch away from bursting into tears most of the time. She ate with her friends and went to classes with them, but their conversations happened around her, and she rarely joined in. They tried, but she just didn’t have it in her to respond.

      

      When exam day arrived, they filed down, yawning, to the dining hall to eat. Dawn and Finn seemed nervous, picking at their breakfast and moving it around their bowls. Tarrick tucked in with his usual gusto, however, and Alyx matched him. She’d had a nightmare-free sleep the night before, and was pondering her return home over her porridge bowl when somebody coughed discreetly behind her.

      Startled, she turned and saw one of the DarkSkull servants holding a slip of paper, disapproving scowl firmly in place.

      “A rider at the front gates asked that this be passed on to you, Initiate Egalion.”

      “Thank you,” she said politely, ignoring the curious stares from those seated nearby.

      The writing on the paper was more of a scrawl than anything else, but she recognised it from long experience.

      “Heard you had to suffer through some sort of academic exam today? Do me proud and fail miserably, will you?”

      She laughed, freely and unforced, for the first time in two months. Dawn looked at her, then snatched the piece of paper.

      “Who’s it from?” Finn leaned over the table to peer at it.

      “Dash,” Alyx answered, still chuckling. “I told you he was no good for you, Dawn. He failed out of every school lesson we had. He only passed the test for the Blue Guard because it was an athletic test, not books.”

      “He’s not very bright?” Dawn looked disappointed.

      “Oh, he’s bright,” Alyx said. “He just doesn’t want to bother.”

      “Look, there’s more, down the bottom.” Finn squinted. “His writing is so tiny. Something about… the orchards? Oh, he says he’s in the orchards.”

      “He’s in the where?” Alyx snatched the paper back.

      “How did he get onto the grounds?” Dawn looked astonished.

      “He’s not…” Alyx scoffed, then deciphered the tiny writing for herself. “Damn, he is. I’d better go before he gets himself caught, or worse.”

      

      Alyx strolled across to the orchards casually, as if she were simply enjoying a morning walk in the fresh air. Once she reached the cover of the canopy of trees, she started looking everywhere. A flash of blue caught her attention and she moved through to the pretty garden in the centre of the orchards. Dashan sat on a bench by a small, tinkling fountain.

      He looked up at her approach, a welcoming smile crossing his face until he got a good look at her. Then the smile vanished, replaced by the beginnings of anger.

      “Alyx? What the hell happened to you?”

      “What are you doing here?”

      He strode towards her, taking her arm and pulling her down onto the bench. “Sit down, you look like a breeze could knock you over.”

      “You haven’t answered my question,” she insisted. “We would both be in a lot of trouble if you were found here.”

      “I heard rumours about an attack. They said initiates were involved, that one of them is missing and presumed dead,” he said, eyes darkening as he became angrier. “I came to make sure you are okay but you’re clearly not. Talk to me.”

      “Physically, I’m fine. I’m just tired, that’s all.”

      ‘You’re not fine!” he snapped, shooting to his feet and beginning to pace in front of her. “I’ll talk to Master Romas, we can leave today. I’ll take you home.”

      “Dash, calm down.” She stood also.

      “I’m not going to calm down! Something is clearly wrong, and until you tell me what it is, I’ll make my own assumptions.” He glared down at her, eyes dark with anger and concern.

      “The initiate that went missing was my friend,” she said quietly, knowing that if she didn’t tell him something, he’d lose his temper completely. That, in her experience, never ended well.

      “Oh.” His pacing stopped abruptly. “Alyx, I’m sorry.”

      She nodded, refusing to meet his gaze.

      “There’s more.” His tone had softened but it was still demanding.

      “I was there when it happened. I was nearly killed, so were some other friends,” she managed. “Two of them were badly hurt. It was… terrifying.”

      She couldn’t tell him about killing that man, couldn’t find the words.

      Dashan was silent for a long moment, and then she felt his fingers on her arm, pushing her gently back down onto the bench. A moment later he settled next to her. His hand slid up to her shoulder, squeezing gently.

      “We can walk out of here right now. Nobody can stop me taking you home, I promise you that,” he said quietly.

      “Really, I’m fine. I can manage another week until the year is officially over. I promised my father I’d do my best to stick it out, and I don’t want to wash out now.”

      “All right,” he said.

      “Thank you.” She stood. “I have to go, the exam is soon. How are you going to get out?”

      He offered her a sheepish grin. “I came in here during the night, so I’ll have to hide out up a tree until it’s dark again.”

      She chuckled, shaking her head. “Typical Dash, making rash decisions and then having to get himself out of trouble.”

      “Same old Alyx,” Dashan said. “Pretending like she’s fine when she isn’t.”

      “Bye, Dash.” She turned on her heel and began walking away.

      “Hey, think you could sneak me in some food later?” he called after her.

      “No. You should have thought to bring some with you,” she called back, a smile on her face as she left the garden.

      

      Strict rows of hard wooden chairs and single desks lined the main hall, maybe thirty at most. An overturned booklet and a sheaf of blank papers sat at Alyx’s desk, along with an inkpot and two quills. She recognised Madgena sitting to her left, but the girl was studiously ignoring Alyx.

      Romas arrived just after they sat down. He moved to the front of the hall in quick strides, then faced them from a lectern.

      “You have two hours to complete this test.” His voice echoed through the cavernous hall. “Under no circumstances are any of you to speak to anybody else for the duration of the exam.”

      He looked around the room but nobody responded. “Not all of you will pass today. Good luck.” Romas flipped over an hourglass and told them to begin.

      The first two pages of Alyx’s booklet were filled with questions regarding the rules of the mage order, requiring answers of only a couple of sentences. The final page of the book gave her the instruction to recount, in as much detail as possible, a particular tale from the History of Mages tome. Alyx couldn’t help a smile; there were many historical accounts in the book, but the one they’d picked was one she knew well, one of her favourites.

      She was feeling a little better. Dashan’s visit had grounded her; there was a comforting familiarity in his short temper and rash nature, and so she felt relaxed rather than anxious. After sparing a brief thought to hope he made it to nightfall without being spotted, she picked up the quill.

      It took Alyx the first full hour to complete the quicker questions, most of which she could answer. The second hour she spent writing furiously, recounting the tale of Shakar. It was half a century old, and told of a mage of the higher order who’d become twisted, leading him to do horrible things. He possessed extraordinary power, more than any mage of his time, and had set about turning the entire world to his will. After thousands of deaths—mage, Taliath and civilian—he’d finally been defeated when every mage still alive had united to fight him in one magnificent battle. Over a hundred mages had died, but they’d prevailed, and Shakar had been defeated and passed into legend.

      Alyx was still writing the final part of the tale on her parchment when the two hours came up and Romas stopped them with a mental nudge that had them all instantly dropping their quills. His touch on her mind almost made her gag, and she had to breathe deeply, muscles rigid, until all the papers had been collected and the instinctive panic receded.

      Alyx looked over and shared a smile of relief with Dawn. Her final test at DarkSkull Hall was over, and she knew without a doubt that she’d done well enough to pass, even if it wasn’t by much. Soon she was going home for once and for all. Dawn looked surprised at Alyx’s good humour, but returned the smile happily.

      “The test is over,” Romas called out. “Please leave in an orderly fashion.”

      Chairs scraped and conversation broke out as the initiates were released. Alyx left her desk with alacrity and went to join the others.

      Dawn whooped aloud as they stepped outside, and Finn threw his arms around her in a warm hug. Even Tarrick was smiling from ear to ear, and his solemn thanks to Finn for his help had Dawn’s twin turning pink. Alyx looked out over the fields of the valley, relief relaxing her and dragging her from her misery for the first time in a long time.

      “What now?” Dawn asked.

      Finn sighed and glanced at the sun. “Languages class.”

      

      The four of them were unusually solemn over dinner that evening. The sight of Brynn’s empty chair as they filed in had taken away all the joyful relief they’d felt at finishing the exam.

      “He should be here,” Finn mumbled.

      Tarrick shifted uncomfortably. “I was speaking with my cousin in Second Patrol earlier. They’ve called off the search.”

      “What? Why?” Tears sheened in Dawn’s eyes.

      “After this length of time without recovery…” Tarrick shook his head. “The Council will declare him as dead. His family will be notified.”

      Alyx felt his words as if they were a physical blow. The faces of Brynn’s family filled her mind, and her heart ached at the grief they would feel at the news. They had loved him so much. And Sarah, the girl he’d planned to marry—the idea of losing Cayr was unthinkable to Alyx, and imagining how Sarah must feel caused tears to spill silently down her cheeks.

      Silence fell then, each of them spooning their food around their plates, appetites gone.

      “Have you had any more luck with your power, Alyx?” Finn asked after a time.

      Alyx shrugged, wiping at her still-wet eyes. “You’ve been at all our lessons with Howell. No improvement.”

      “You haven’t been practicing on your own?” Tarrick looked aghast.

      “Why would I? I don’t want to be a mage, and if my power doesn’t want to work, then I’m perfectly happy with that.”

      Tarrick opened his mouth as if to reply, but at the look on her face and a nudge from Dawn, closed it and went back to his food.
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      Their final week at DarkSkull passed almost quickly. The weather grew warmer as summer approached, and the days were sunny and bright. As their last day finally approached, Alyx found a combination of the warm weather, her friends’ company, and the simple passage of time lifted her depression enough that once again she looked forward to going home. Thoughts about her mother, Ladan and the mages continued to gnaw at her, but she’d grown better at pushing them away when they became too much to handle.

      She almost couldn’t believe it the night they sat down for their last dinner in the dining hall. She even smiled down at her bland stew and stale bread.

      “Why so glum?” she asked the twins, noting they were far more quiet than usual.

      “I think we’re a little bit envious of you,” Dawn admitted.

      “Why?”

      “Well, you’re so relieved, and rightfully so. I think we sort of wish this was our last dinner ever at DarkSkull as well.”

      “Oh.” Alyx felt a stab of guilt. “If you really don’t want to come back, I can speak to my father. I’m sure...”

      “No,” Finn shook his head. “We want to be mages. But DarkSkull isn’t a very fun place to learn, is all.”

      “That’s the point,” Tarrick spoke up.

      Alyx ignored him. “I’m sorry I won’t be here with you.”

      “That’s okay,” Dawn smiled. “We’re happy for you.”

      Silence fell over the table as they ate. Alyx was hungry and spooned up every bite. When she was finished, she glanced up and noticed Galien staring at them from across the room. The hairs on the back of her neck prickled at the look in his dark eyes, and she quickly looked away, not wanting to draw any more of his attention.

      “Finn,” she spoke. “Why does Shivasa hate Rionn so much? I mean, I know it has to do with an old war, but why such hate so many years later? I don’t understand.”

      “You really want to know?” he asked.

      “I do.” Alyx glanced over again and saw Galien’s dark gaze still watching them.

      Tarrick caught her glance. “Galien’s issues are far deeper than an old war. It’s you that he hates, even more than he does the twins.”

      “I know.” She fought back another shiver. “But I’m still curious. Even back home, Rionnans don’t trust or like the Shiven. Dashan is only half-Shiven, and he’s dealt with it all his life.”

      “Well, yes, that bad feeling has its origins in the war.” Finn pushed his bowl away and placed his forearms on the table, leaning in towards them animatedly. “It happened over two hundred years ago, before Shakar and the mage war. Shivasa attacked Rionn; as is still the case, they’d like our rich farming land very much. Their countryside is only conducive to farming in very small areas, and so they’re forced to import much of their produce. If they had Rionn as part of their territory, they could be almost entirely self-sufficient.”

      “History lesson, not trade lesson, Finn.” Dawn nudged her brother.

      “Right.” He smiled. “So, Shivasa was led at the time by a very charismatic leader. His name—ironically—was Galien. He had been a Taliath before becoming the ruler of Shivasa, and the people adored him. The Shiven people adored his war leaders too; they were strong, decisive, and the Shiven have always been proud and nationalistic.”

      “If that was the case, why wasn’t Rionn overrun?” Despite himself, Tarrick had been drawn into the conversation. “Militarily, Rionn is much smaller.”

      “According to what I’ve read, Rionn held its own against the invading Shiven army because they had the mages and many of the Taliath behind them,” Finn said. “Despite Rionn’s small size, two hundred years ago they were rich in mages and Taliath, more so than any other country. Rionnan mages were involved in all areas of mage culture, and the same for the Taliath. Because of that, the Rionnan king was able to draw on the resources of the Mage Council to help them fight back.”

      “Keep going,” Tarrick urged when Finn paused to take a drink.

      “Okay, well… the war went on for over ten years, but because of the mages, the Rionnans won. The Shiven army was beaten back to a very small area of land along the Rionnan border. They were surrounded, the leaders of the army trapped. Most accounts written afterwards agree that Galien formally surrendered, accepting that he’d lost and wanting to withdraw and rebuild Shivasa after years of war.

      “The king of Rionn accepted the surrender and sent a message instructing Galien and his war leaders to emerge from hiding, leave their soldiers and come out into the open. The king told Galien that when he did that, he and his soldiers would be captured without harm and returned to Shivasa under Taliath guard.

      “On the chosen date and time, Galien and his senior commanders emerged from the area of land where his army was trapped, and walked out, unarmed, into open ground.”

      “And?” Dawn said impatiently when Finn paused for effect.

      “The king of Rionn ordered his archers to open fire on them. Galien and all the war leaders of Shivasa were cut down, killed to a man.”

      Alyx stared at Finn in horror. “The king of Rionn killed them in cold blood after they surrendered?”

      “He probably thought if he let them go alive, they’d only invade again once they’d rebuilt their strength,” Tarrick said.

      “No. The way I understand it, the Shiven army had been almost totally destroyed in the final battles.” Finn shook his head. “Most scholars concur they didn’t have the capacity to invade again for decades.”

      “I can’t believe a king of Rionn did that.” Dawn looked disgusted. “No wonder they hate us so much.”

      Alyx looked over at Galien with a new understanding of his attitude towards her. Finn’s tale didn’t excuse what he’d done, but she certainly understood now part of the reason he hated her.

      “I think that Galien, despite his invasion of Rionn, was a good leader in Shivasa, and the people adored him,” Finn said quietly. “They were devastated by his loss, and they’ve hated us with a fervour ever since.”

      “It was a dishonourable thing to do,” Tarrick said gravely.

      “The Shiven weren’t perfect either though,” Finn said. “During the war, they deliberately targeted Rionnan healing centres and attacked Rionnan civilians. And that is the source of Rionnan hate for Shivasa.”

      “So much hate,” Alyx murmured. “And for it to last over two hundred years.”

      “It’s a long time,” Finn agreed. “And why the disputed area is still such a sensitive issue.”

      “If a foreign king killed our emperor in that way, Zandians would never forgive or forget,” Tarrick said, eyes glittering.

      “And where does that get everyone?” Alyx asked him, annoyed by his words and tone. “Mage students hundreds of years later trying to kill other students because of the place they came from? Trade so limited that rural people in Shivasa almost starve because they can’t sustain themselves? Border skirmishes where young men and women are killed and families lose brothers, fathers, sisters, wives for no good reason?”

      Tarrick and Dawn looked taken aback by her outburst, but Finn looked at her with interest. “You have been paying attention in class.”

      “No,” she said, getting up. “I have a long-time friend who is distrusted wherever he goes just because he’s half-Shiven, a friend who could easily be killed one day in a border skirmish because of this hate that is two hundred years old. It’s stupid and unfair!”

      That said, Alyx turned and walked away. She was unreasonably upset and she didn’t even know why.

      Dawn returned to their room a little while after, smiling at Alyx, who was already in bed. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine.” Alyx sat up, returning her smile. “I’m sorry for walking out on you. I just don’t understand why people still hang onto things that happened so long ago. I mean, it was awful what this Galien did, what the King of Rionn did, but they’re not alive anymore. The men who rule Shivasa and Rionn now are very different people.”

      “You’re right.” Dawn sat opposite her. “Despite the stark difference in our worlds, we both grew up in Alistriem amidst this cultural dislike of the Shiven. You hear it everywhere you go; to insult someone you tell them they’re just like a Shiven. But I’ve never thought to question it. I wish I had.”

      “Neither have I,” Alyx said quietly. “And it seems so wrong to hate, or to listen to hate, without even asking yourself why.”

      “You must have thought about it, at least a little bit.” Dawn said. “Being Dashan’s friend for so long.”

      “I’m ashamed to say that I haven’t.” Alyx looked down at her hands. “I’ve always just ignored the fact he was half Shiven. I’ve known him so long, it never bothered me, but at the same time I just accepted the way he was treated by everybody else. I didn’t even try to stop it, Dawn.”

      “I never have either.” Dawn reached between their beds to take Alyx’s hand. “How about we make a promise to each other now to stop doing that? From now on, we don’t hate or distrust without question, and we don’t accept it from others?”

      “Deal.” Alyx squeezed her hand.

      

      All four of them were infected with excitement at breakfast the next morning. As Alyx watched Tarrick spoon up his oatmeal with enthusiasm, she felt a slight pang at the realisation she’d probably never see him again. She had been so focused on how badly she wanted to go home, she hadn’t thought about what that would mean.

      “What? Do I have food on my face?” Tarrick asked when he caught her staring.

      “No, it’s nothing.”

      “Then quit staring and hurry up and eat.” His white teeth flashed. “It’s time to go.”

      As soon as they were done eating, Tarrick collected his bag and they all went out to wait at the top of the steps at the entrance to the main hall. From there they had a direct view of those entering the grounds. It was a warm, sunny morning, dispelling the air of gloom that sometimes sat over the valley. Some of the apprentices and initiates were already leaving, intending to make their own way back to their homes. Others, like Alyx and her friends, stood around waiting in small groups.

      “I hear tell you’re not coming back?”

      Alyx turned to see the handsome Adahn stopping behind her, his duffel slung over his shoulder.

      “That’s right. I’m no mage.”

      “I figured.” He smiled easily and offered his hand. “I guess we won’t see each other again. Best of luck, Alyx.”

      “You too.” She shook his hand. “I hope you pass your trials.”

      “It’ll be a breeze.” He winked at her. “Bye.”

      She watched him go, still uncertain about whether she actually liked him or not. He’d been friendly enough to her over the past months, but he was also a friend of Galien’s. Speaking of the Shiven, he was over by the lake, in deep conversation with Rothai. Being an orphan, he didn’t have anywhere to go for the break between study years. Finn had heard he planned to stay at DarkSkull and continue his lessons with Rothai. Alyx almost felt sorry for him.

      Tearing her eyes away from her nemesis, Alyx sat down on the top step. She was still wearing her initiate uniform with her hair plaited neatly. As much as she longed for her clothes back home, she knew these were the most sensible for the journey ahead. Her staff was slung over her back, her knife tucked away in her right boot, and her remaining coins in a bag at her waist. That was all she had.

      “Look, they’re here!” Finn said as the Bluecoats appeared on the road.

      Dawn tossed an almost unbelieving glance at Alyx. “I guess this is it.”

      “Yes, it is.” Grinning, Alyx rose to her feet.

      “Come on,” Finn said.

      After a moment, Alyx and Dawn started making their own way down the steps. They turned as Tarrick hefted his bag and followed.

      “You’re bringing your bag along to wish us farewell?” Finn teased him.

      “No. I’m coming with you,” Tarrick said as if it had already been discussed and decided.

      “Us?” Finn pointed at his chest.

      “Well, Alyx in particular, but yes.”

      “I’m confused,” Alyx said.

      “You are a mage of the higher order. You need a protector, whether you declare yourself or not,” he said.

      “You’re serious?” Her eyebrows shot upwards.

      “Completely.”

      “Tarrick, you can’t come with me. I’m going to miss you, but you know I’m not coming back here.”

      He shrugged. “Then I’ll come back with the twins in three months’ time to complete my training. Once that’s done, I’ll return to Rionn as your protector.”

      “Tarrick, that’s ridiculous. I’m going home, back to my life. I’ll have the protection of the Blue Guard and the rest of the Rionnan Army. I don’t need you as well.”

      “My life’s path is chosen,” he said solemnly. “This is my duty as a Tylender.”

      Finn snorted, and Dawn tried to cover her smile with a hand. Tarrick caught both and scowled.

      “Be sensible, Tarrick. I’m not going to be a mage,” Alyx said patiently.

      Tarrick looked away and let out a long breath. “Look, the truth is… I’m not exactly going to be welcomed with open arms back home, you understand?”

      “Oh.”

      “Spending months being told what a waste I am, and how I’ve ruined my time at DarkSkull isn’t what I’d call fun,” he said. “I’ve never been to Rionn, and your company isn’t too awful.”

      “Why, thank you,” Finn said.

      Alyx looked helplessly at Dawn, who shrugged and had no help to offer. Alyx looked back at Tarrick, who was now staring at his shoes.

      “All right.” She nodded slowly, then offered him a smile. “I really was sad at the idea of never seeing you again. You’re more than welcome to come back with us, as long as you’re clear that I am not coming back to DarkSkull.”

      “Absolutely.” He nodded, then grinned, white teeth flashing.

      “Hey, are you planning to stand around all morning, Lady Egalion?” A shout accosted them from below.

      Alyx turned, rolling her eyes. Dashan sat his horse at the head of a rich carriage, and another nineteen Bluecoats sat their horses around it. Alyx, Tarrick and the twins continued down the steps.

      “You sound like a nagging wife, Dash.” Alyx smiled as they crossed the gravel driveway towards the carriage.

      “My, we’re in a good mood,” he noted, dismounting in one smooth movement and leaving his horse to graze.

      “You’re here to take me home. I’m close to even liking you at this point,” she said. “Although, I am half-surprised you’re not still hiding out in the orchard.”

      His grin flashed. “It only took me two days to sneak out. Piece of cake.”

      “Initiates?”

      Alyx turned at the sound of Howell’s voice and Dashan stepped back.

      Their master was walking towards them from the direction of the stables. Behind him came two grooms leading the horses that had belonged to Alyx and the others during the year.

      “I wanted to say farewell and good luck.” He came to a stop before them. “You four have been the most promising initiates I’ve had in a long time. These horses are yours, my farewell gift.”

      “Sir?” Finn gaped.

      “These horses are battle-trained. They can protect you when your strength and your magic fail.” Howell’s eyes lingered on Alyx as he said this. “You’ve done well with them, despite your initial difficulties. They are yours.”

      One of the grooms deposited Tingo’s reins in Alyx’s hand without a word, nodded at her, and strode away. Tingo snuffled happily in her hair and she couldn’t help her smile as she ducked away from him and ran an affectionate hand over his nose.

      Howell smiled cheerfully at their stunned surprise. “As I said, you’re a promising group. Not that you’d know it, just looking at you.”

      “Thank you for your help this year, sir,” Dawn said.

      “You don’t mean that,” he said cheerfully. “I quite deliberately didn’t help you at all. I’m sure Alyx here is still furious at me.”

      She looked at him for a moment; she was still angry at him, but there was still something about him she liked. “It’s not an issue of anger, sir. It’s an issue of trust.”

      “Ah.” He nodded, looking momentarily sad. “And that I can understand too. Alyx, I wish you the best. Finn, Dawn, Tarrick, I look forward to seeing you next year.”

      As Howell walked away, Alyx stared at Tingo. While she loved the big horse, and was proud of how she’d learned to ride and control him, she hadn’t really wanted to take home any reminders of DarkSkull Hall. She’d almost left her staff behind in her room earlier.

      “Alyx! Come on, what’s taking so long?”

      She turned to see Dashan waiting for them by the carriage, a slight scowl on his face.

      Pleased by the fact she’d irritated him, she smiled. “What do you think of my horse, Dash?”

      Dashan’s eyes widened in appreciation as he strolled over and studied Tingo before giving the other three horses a once-over.

      “They’re as good as any in the Blue Guard, maybe even finer.” His brown eyes turned back to her. “Are you all right?”

      “I just want to go home.”

      “I can reassure you on that point.” He tipped his hat at the others. “We received confirmation three days ago of the safe passage agreement through the disputed territory the king negotiated for your return home. Ready to go?”

      “Absolutely,” she said, then spotted Tarrick hovering nearby. “We have an extra traveller, though.”

      “We do?” Dashan raised an eyebrow.

      “Tarrick Tylender, this is Lieutenant Dashan Caverlock. He’s one of the Bluecoats in my escort.” Alyx waved Tarrick over.

      “You’re the half-Shiven Alyx was so upset about last night,” Tarrick noted, coming over.

      Dashan flicked a confused glance at Alyx, who shrugged and levelled a scowl at Tarrick.

      “He’s been good to me this year, Dash,” Alyx told him. “And he’d like to come to Rionn with us.”

      “He has?” Dashan asked her quietly.

      “He saved my life more than once,” she said, just as quietly.

      Dashan’s eyes darkened at her words, and she knew she was going to be questioned later about why her life had needed saving. For now, he turned back to Tarrick with a smile.

      “Call me Dash.” Dashan shook Tarrick’s hand warmly. “You a friend of Alyx’s?”

      Tarrick’s eyes lightened. “We’re working towards friendship.”

      Dashan chuckled. “I know the feeling. Can you ride, Tarrick? I’m not sure if there’s enough room in the carriage.”

      “I’d prefer to ride,” Tarrick assured him.

      “A man after my own heart.” Dashan grinned. “Be welcome. Now, let’s get moving.”

      Alyx and the twins clambered into the comfortable carriage while Tarrick rode his stallion ahead with Dashan. With a lurch, they were off, trundling out of the grounds of DarkSkull Hall, crossing the bridge and turning in the direction of home.

      Alyx didn’t look back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

        

      

    

    
      The first part of their long trip home was uneventful. The Tregayan roads were wide and not too busy and the weather was warm and fine. Alyx spent a large part of her time in the carriage, alternately sleeping and watching the countryside go by.

      Finn and Dawn split their time sitting in the carriage and riding outside with Tarrick. When they were in the carriage, their light chatter helped distract Alyx from thinking too much.

      As before, Dashan and his Bluecoats were efficient and practiced, setting up a camp each evening without fuss. Alyx was surprised to notice on their first day that Dashan appeared to be in charge of the unit.

      When she asked about it, he explained to her that he’d been given the command of her escort after his conduct on the journey to DarkSkull, adding self-deprecatingly that there were now few others willing to command a protective detail through the disputed territory.

      “Dashan, that’s great,” she said, genuinely happy for him.

      He’d shrugged off her congratulations, and she’d seen in his eyes that there was far more to the story than he’d told her.

      “It’s really nothing. Back home I’m still just a dirty half-Shiven.”

      

      Dashan usually joined Alyx, Tarrick and the twins for dinner over a campfire each night. Tarrick and Dashan had taken a liking to each other almost immediately, and Dashan was always friendly to Finn and Dawn.

      Alyx didn’t involve herself much in their conversations, preferring to simply sit back and allow their talk to flow around her. She mostly ignored Dashan’s looks of concern at her relative silence, but made sure to join the conversation if they became too pointed.

      A week out from Tregaya, they hit the border of the disputed territory. Too anxious to be able to sit still in the carriage, Alyx was riding Tingo for the first time. She kept near the carriage with the twins, the reassuring weight of her staff hanging between her shoulder blades.

      The Bluecoats grew more alert as they approached the border crossing, keeping one hand tight on the reins and the other on the hilt of their swords. Dashan’s shoulders tensed as he rode forward to the Shiven warriors that waited on the road ahead. There was nothing to delineate the border except the invisible line that the warriors stood on.

      Out of courtesy, Dashan dismounted and three warriors moved forward to speak with him. They were big men, just like the ones Alyx remembered attacking them on their way to DarkSkull, and moved with an easy grace.

      Unconsciously, she kicked Tingo forward to get a better view. One of the warriors was gesturing, a scowl on his Shiven features. Dashan said something, and Alyx heard him chuckle. The Shiven relaxed, and made a gesture with his hand. As one, all of the warriors moved off the road.

      Dashan got back onto his horse and rode back to them. He spoke briefly to the Bluecoats, then waved Alyx, Tarrick and the twins on. Nobody tried to stop them as they continued along the road and crossed into the disputed territory.

      “You handle him well.” Dashan rode up alongside Alyx a few minutes later.

      “Thanks.”

      “It took a while, though.” Dawn laughed as the twins joined them.

      Alyx smiled in response to Dashan’s raised eyebrow. “There was a lot of falling off in the beginning.”

      His mouth quirked in a grin. “The first day of Bluecoat training, they assigned us horses and made us ride them around the drill yard. I was still pretty scrawny and it took me six tries to even get on the horse. All the other recruits were laughing at me. It was horrible.”

      “You could not have looked any worse than Finn trying to get on his horse at first.” Dawn laughed at her brother’s scowl.

      “It took me a while too,” Alyx said. “I’m sure I looked more like I was trying to climb a tree than get on a horse. Then once I was up, it was usually Tingo taking me for a ride, not the other way around.”

      “But you kept trying huh?” He smiled, approval in his eyes. “Nice work, mage-girl.”

      “Stop being nice to me,” she said. “It makes me itch.”

      He laughed. “All right, well, I’d best go organise a patrol. We want to make sure those Shiven stay off our back.”

      

      Once they were across the Rionnan border safely, a sense of excited anticipation began to fill the group. Alyx felt the restrictions of life at DarkSkull Hall start to lift from her shoulders. She was going home, DarkSkull was behind her and she never had to return.

      Tarrick stayed slightly separate from the group, spending most of his time with the Bluecoats, but even his mood improved noticeably. While Alyx and the twins slept inside the carriage, Tarrick slept outside with the Blue Guard. She heard them often laughing and talking late into the night.

      One night there must have been a discussion about who had the better fighting skills, because Alyx and the twins started emerging from the carriage in the mornings to the sounds of Tarrick sparring with one of the Bluecoats, his wooden staff against their sharp swords.

      Alyx observed with interest one morning as Tarrick sparred with Dashan. The air was warm despite the early hour, and she sat on the carriage steps contentedly sipping from a mug of tea. The young men had stripped down to rolled up shirtsleeves, and were trading blows in a small clearing off the road.

      Tarrick was clearly giving all he had, but he was mostly ducking and avoiding as he faced what looked to be a far more skilled opponent. What was even clearer was that Dashan was holding back; he was beating Tarrick effortlessly.

      “He’s good,” Finn said enviously, chewing toast nearby.

      “Yes, he is.” Dawn nodded, eyes fixed on Dashan.

      Alyx rolled her eyes. Dashan’s sword skills were nothing she hadn’t seen many times before. “Very soon, Tarrick will be that good. He’s already improved.”

      Dawn made no reply to that, but the twins shared an amused look over Alyx’s head.

      “What’s that look for?” she asked indignantly.

      “Granted, Tarrick is going to be a strong mage and capable fighter, but even I can tell that he’s never going to fight like Dashan does,” Finn said.

      Alyx looked back at the sparring match. Dashan moved like the Shiven warriors she’d seen, all ease and fluid grace. Tarrick was more solid, not as quick on his feet. His blows were powerful, but they were rarely quick enough to hit their mark.

      “I don’t understand. Rothai says Tarrick is a natural warrior mage,” Alyx said. “With time and practice he’ll be a superb fighter.”

      “I wasn’t making a comment on Tarrick’s future abilities, but on the uniqueness of Dashan’s,” Finn said.

      Alyx frowned in confusion, “Would you like to repeat that in a language I understand, oh learned one?”

      Dawn laughed.

      “Finn!” Dashan called out. He and Tarrick had stopped sparring and were taking a breather. “Would you like to join us?”

      “I think I’d rather maintain my dignity,” Finn called back.

      “You’re going to have to do this again next year at DarkSkull,” Tarrick said. “I would suggest you learn as much as you can over the summer.”

      “Good advice, but I choose to rest and relax as much as I can over the summer.”

      Dashan smiled. “I always like a shirker. Come on, we need to get moving for the day anyway.”

      

      One evening, when Alyx went to relieve herself, she came back to the camp to find Dashan leaning against a tree, staring watchfully out into the darkness surrounding them. Remembering the promise she and Dawn had recently made together about how they were going to treat others, she approached him.

      “Alyx,” he greeted her.

      His amused tone rankled, but she was determined to keep to her promise. “I came here to apologise.”

      Dashan’s eyebrows shot up. “For what?”

      “I’m sorry that people have always treated you badly because you’re half-Shiven.”

      “You’ve never cared that I was half-Shiven.” He shrugged. “You only dislike me most of the time because I annoy you.”

      “True,” she said. “But even so. I saw it all happening around me, the way they treat you, and I never said anything. I’m sorry, Dash.”

      His expression turned serious. “I never needed you to apologise on behalf of others. I’m a big boy, I can take care of myself.”

      “Fine.” She rolled her eyes. “I won’t apologise then.”

      She went to stalk off in a huff, but his touch on her arm stopped her. “I only ever needed you to not care that I was half-Shiven.”

      “I don’t,” she said simply.

      “And that is the greatest gift you’ve ever given me,” he said. “And why I will always consider you my friend no matter how snotty, spoiled, or self-involved your behaviour is.”

      She glared at him. “Well I don’t quite know the answer to why I sort-of consider you my friend, no matter how cocky or dissolute your behaviour.”

      “You’d best go think on that then.” He grinned. “Use some of those noble-born brains you have.”

      “Oh, go climb a tree.” Alyx turned and walked back to the carriage, wondering why she’d even bothered.

      His laughter followed her all the way back.

      

      The closer they came to Alistriem, the more Alyx’s excitement mounted, and the more the darkness of her time at DarkSkull dropped away. She longed to see the emerald fields and graceful spires of the royal city. The rugged valley and harsh winter of DarkSkull Hall had been a stark contrast to her beautiful homeland, its warmth and vitality.

      Finn and Dawn were just as eager to see home again, and the three of them spent hours hanging out the carriage windows and regaling Tarrick with descriptions of the city. He would eventually get fed up and start boasting about the endless deserts and stunning oases of his home. Dashan often dropped back to listen with interest to these conversations, especially when Tarrick spoke of Zandia.

      Dawn turned to Alyx one night at the fire when Finn rose to go and speak with Tarrick. “How are you feeling?”

      “Thrilled to be away from DarkSkull. Trying not to let what Ladan told me mar the fact I’m so happy to be going home.”

      “And how are you doing with all that? It seems like you’re sleeping better.”

      Alyx wrapped her arms around herself. “I keep telling myself that my father will have answers that will explain all of it. Who Ladan is. Why my memories of my mother were taken.”

      Dawn smiled sympathetically and reached out to squeeze her arm. “I’m sure he will.”

      “Thank you, Dawn. You’ve been amazing. I don’t know how I would have gotten through it without you.”

      “That’s what friends are for.”

      

      The warm weather held the morning they descended from the mountains and began winding their way along the main road towards Alistriem. Emerging from the forest, the emerald green farmlands of Rionn lay out in the early summer heat, the fields busy with workers. The roads became busier too, with people heading in and out of the city to find work and merchants transporting the stock they’d purchased to the great Alistriem storehouses.

      These travellers all gave the carriage a wide berth when they saw it was surrounded by a unit of Blue Guards. The Bluecoats wore severe expressions and glowered fiercely at anyone who came too close.

      Eventually the city itself came into sight, sprawling at the base of the cliff where the shining waterfall poured down from the palace. The sandstone palace walls glowed golden in the afternoon sun, their light seeming to shine down over the city. Rainbow water droplets sprayed out from the waterfall, cascading down with the gushing water.

      The sight of her home made Alyx so excited she thought she might burst with it. She was finally home, safe and alive. And Cayr! After waiting and hoping for so long, she was about to see him again.

      The streets of the city were far busier than the road leading in. Hawkers and vendors shouted their wares from street corners, while riders, carriages and pedestrians tried to make their way through the crowds. Alyx breathed deeply, savouring the smells of cooking foods.

      Eventually they wended their way out of the main streets and into one of the residential quarters, its distance from the centre of town speaking to its relative poverty. Alyx didn’t miss the looks of excitement passing between the twins as the carriage moved along narrower streets lined with smaller houses.

      Eventually Dashan called out an order, and they pulled up in an area Alyx remembered as where they’d stopped on leaving Alistriem to pick up the twins. She was just opening her mouth to ask if this was where they lived when both twins suddenly let out shrieks of delight and scrambled over her to get out of the carriage.

      A beaming man with soot-stained hands and shirt was coming down the front path of the nearest home, an older woman close behind. The twins flew into their parents’ arms, a tangled mess of laughing and crying. Sharing a hesitant look, Tarrick and Alyx stepped out of the carriage and hovered a short distance away.

      Eventually Dawn stepped back and waved Alyx and Tarrick over.

      “Mother, Father, these are our friends. Tarrick Tylender and Lady Alyx Egalion.”

      It gave Alyx a small jolt of surprise to be referred to by her proper title, but it was a dose of familiarity that she drank in with pleasure.

      “Lady Egalion.” The twins’ father bowed and their mother curtseyed politely.

      “It’s lovely to meet you,” she said with a smile.

      “Father, mother, would it be all right if Tarrick stayed with us? He’s a good friend from DarkSkull,” Dawn asked.

      “I don’t want to be any trouble,” Tarrick said instantly. “I have enough coin for a room at an Inn.”

      “Don’t be silly.” The twins’ father stepped forward to shake his hand. “We have plenty of room here.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Alyx felt a slight wriggle of guilt. While the twins’ home and family wasn’t as impoverished as Brynn’s clearly had been, they weren’t wealthy either, and yet they were welcoming Tarrick without hesitation into their small home. To his credit, Tarrick seemed nothing but pleased and honoured by their invitation to stay.

      Finn shook Dashan’s hand. “Thanks for seeing us here safely.”

      “A pleasure. Best of luck, Finn.” Dashan smiled. “You too, Dawn.”

      “Will we see you again, Lady Egalion?” Dawn asked.

      “Of course. I’ll come visit after I get settled in.”

      “See you then.” Dawn surprised Alyx, stepping forward to hug her tightly.

      Alyx returned the hug awkwardly. “I’ll see you both.”

      

      Now they left the city through the north gate, passed a guard post manned by Bluecoats, and started up the road to the palace. Green fir trees hugged the sides of the road, and for a while, the palace was hidden. Then the road levelled and a fork in the road off to the right led to the impressive iron gates of the Egalion estate.

      The white pebbled drive and pale lemon walls of the mansion hadn’t changed at all. Alyx drank in the sight of the blooming rose bushes lining the walls, adding colour and character to the front grounds.

      A tall figure waited at the top of the steps by the front entrance. The moment she caught sight of him, Alyx was scrambling out the carriage door while it was still moving and sprinting the rest of the distance.

      “Papa!” she cried out, flying up to him and hurling herself into his arms.

      “Aly-girl.” He hugged her tightly, so tightly she could barely breathe, but she didn’t care.

      The minute Alyx’s father’s arms closed around her, all the misery, loneliness and fear of the past year faded into the background.

      She was home. Everything would be all right now.

      “I’m so glad to see you.” He pulled back eventually, smiling down on her. “I’ve been so worried for you, and hating myself every minute for ever sending you away.”

      “It’s okay, Papa. I’m home now.” She hugged him again. “That’s all I care about.”

      “Alyx?”

      She spun around, her breath stilling in her chest at the sight of Cayr standing at the bottom of the steps.

      “I’ll be waiting in the dining room. Cook’s got a hot meal ready for you.” Alyx’s father kissed her on the cheek and walked indoors.

      She turned back to Cayr, drinking in the sight of him after so long. He had grown taller in their time apart, and his lean frame had filled out. His tousled blonde hair was still on the lengthy side, and his blue eyes were as bright and intelligent as she remembered them. She felt her breath catch at how handsome he was, and she swallowed, a pit of nervousness opening in her stomach. Was he still the same Cayr?

      He seemed to be similarly struck by the sight of her. “My goodness, Alyx, you’ve really changed.”

      She walked down the steps towards him. “So have you.”

      “I can’t believe it’s been almost a year,” he said wonderingly. “I missed you so much.”

      “I missed you too.”

      They looked hesitantly at each other, Alyx wishing desperately all the awkwardness would disappear. His thoughts seemed to follow the same line, because a look of frustration crossed his face, then he stepped forward and pulled her into his arms, breaking the tension.

      They both laughed, and Alyx returned the hug, breathing in his familiar scent, finding it hard to believe that she was finally here, where she’d wanted to be for so long.

      “You have no idea how worried I was, when we heard what happened on your journey to DarkSkull.” Cayr murmured in her ear, making her shiver. “It means everything that you’re safely back here with me.”

      “Me too.” She hugged him tighter.

      A wide smile covered his face as he stepped back. “I know you’re probably exhausted from your trip, and want to spend some time with your father. Can I come back tomorrow? I want to hear all about DarkSkull.”

      “I’d love that.”

      He stepped away, but then hesitated and returned to her, leaning down to kiss her hard. She wrapped her arms around his neck, smiling into his kiss, loving the rush that swept through her. In that moment, any doubts she’d had about their relationship after being away so long vanished. He still loved her.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow, Alyx,” he said after pulling back. Turning, he strode back to his horse waiting nearby. Alyx waited until he’d called a greeting to Dashan and ridden out of sight, then skipped back up the steps, her heart singing.

      She was home again.

      “Alyx?”

      She turned to see Dashan sitting his horse at the base of the steps.

      “Thanks for getting me home, Dash.”

      “No problem.” He tipped his hat. “Well, I’ll see you around, I suppose.”

      “Bye.” Alyx smiled, then skipped inside the house.

      

      She hesitated in the empty foyer, Ladan’s face flashing into her thoughts. Immediately some of the joy of her reunion with Cayr faded, and she tried desperately to shore it up by pushing thoughts of Ladan firmly away. She would speak to her father, but later, once she’d had a chance to settle back in.

      

      “Alyx, is there something wrong?” Garan asked as she entered the dining room. The long table was bare apart from two table settings and a candle in the centre.

      “You look awful,” he continued gently when Alyx didn’t respond. “You’re too thin and there are dark shadows under your eyes.”

      “Well, cook’s meals are going to fix that up pretty quickly,” she said lightly, taking a seat and diving straight into the food. It was delicious, and she ate hungrily.

      He let it go while they ate, but kept throwing her looks, poorly hiding the concern in his grey eyes. In the breaks while he ate, she studied him too. He still carried that air of worry she remembered from before, as if something were weighing heavily on his shoulders, but there was a real sparkle in his eyes now that she was back.

      Eventually they finished. Her father put his cutlery down and fixed his stern gaze on her. “Will you talk to me now, Aly-girl? How was it?”

      “I hated it at DarkSkull.” She forced a smile but her trembling voice betrayed her. There was something she needed to know straight away. “Papa, about your promise...”

      “Did you hold up your end of the bargain, Aly-girl?” he asked gently.

      “Not always,” she said honestly. “It was harder than I thought it would be, and I... I struggled. But I passed my exam and I really did try. I promise.”

      He reached over and squeezed her hand. “Then I shall keep to my promise.”

      Her eyes closed in utter relief. “Thank you.”

      “Will you tell me why you found it so hard?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” She shook her head and plastered a real smile on her face. “I’m home now and it will be no time before I forget all about it. Don’t worry, Papa.”

      He sighed, but seemed to give up the subject, falling silent while a servant came in to clear their dishes.

      To forestall any more questions, she tried to change the topic. “How are things here? What has happened in Rionn in the past year?”

      “Nothing much of note,” he replied. “There have been one or two marriages, but nobody you know all that well. Cayr has become more involved in his father’s affairs, which is about time. Lord-Mage Casovar has proven to be a powerful mage. I’m sure he’ll be interested in talking to you now that you’ve returned from DarkSkull Hall.”

      “But I don’t have to go back.” Alyx looked her father in the eye.

      “I said I’d keep my promise, Aly-girl. I do have two questions for you, though,” he said. “If you answer those, then I promise to stop asking anymore and let you tell me about DarkSkull in your own time.”

      “All right. Ask away.”

      “First question.” He took a deep breath, as if summoning his courage to ask. “Do you have mage power?”

      “Yes.”

      “I see.” His eyes closed, almost as if he were in pain.

      “You really didn’t want this for me, did you?”

      “No. I’ve always hoped you would grow up free of magic.”

      It was on the tip of her tongue to ask about her mother, but the words simply wouldn’t come. In the end, she cleared her throat.

      “What was your second question, Papa?”

      “About what happened on your journey to DarkSkull... can you ever forgive me?”

      “Papa, it wasn’t your fault.”

      “I should never have sent you.” He was angry now, but Alyx thought the anger wasn’t directed at her. “When I heard what happened... I’ve never been so worried. If anything ever happened to you, Aly-girl, I don’t know what I would do.”

      “I’m home safe,” she said, trying to reassure herself as much as him. “But since you brought it up, what about the Shiven? You were concerned about them massing on their border when I left. Dashan told me about the furore it caused when we were attacked on the way to DarkSkull. He said an agreement was signed about patrols in the disputed area.”

      “An agreement was signed, and for now both sides are sticking to it. There’s nothing you need worry yourself about.” Her father’s face lightened, and he glanced at her initiate tunic and robe. “I must admit, I was surprised to see you wearing those clothes today.”

      She laughed and told him about the uniform rules of DarkSkull. It wasn’t until a long time later she realised how deftly he’d changed the subject.
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      Alyx slept better than she had in months that night, but still woke abruptly at dawn the following morning. Groaning in annoyance, she rolled over and tried to go back to sleep. When that failed, she allowed herself to enjoy the luxury of being able to laze about in her soft bed. Never again would she have to drag herself up before dawn.

      She felt a contentment wash over her that she hadn’t felt in months. DarkSkull was a dark gap in her memory that she no longer had to think about. She was home now, and her life could go back to how it had been before she left.

      Eventually she rose to dress. Again, she luxuriated in the pleasure of her own clothes, an expensive velvet split skirt for riding and matching jacket. She felt like herself again for the first time in a year. It was liberating.

      Her father looked up with a warm smile of welcome as she joined him for breakfast, and soon after a servant entered carrying a message from Cayr—inviting Alyx to a welcome home picnic he’d organised with all their court friends.

      “Have fun, Aly-girl,” her father said in resignation as she immediately leapt up from the table.

      “Thanks, Papa. I love you,” she called as she ran out.

      

      Alyx smiled as her friends drowned her in excited shrieks of happiness, and returned their greetings warmly. It was wonderful to see them again.

      “Tell us all about DarkSkull,” Mira gushed in excitement. “Is it really haunted?”

      “It was awful,” Alyx said. “And boring. Tell me everything that’s happened while I was away. I’ve missed so much.”

      “Well.” Karina gave a dramatic sigh. “Jaran and Lissa broke up, and then Jaran was courting Jenna for a while. But now I think Jaran is back with Lissa.”

      Alyx chuckled in amusement. “Jaran and Lissa have been fighting nonstop since we were children. I don’t think they’ll ever stop. Who is Jenna though?”

      “Lord-Mage Casovar’s daughter,” Karina replied. “She’s over there.”

      Alyx looked to where Karina was pointing, recognizing the stunning blonde girl she’d met just before leaving. Jenna was standing in a small group with Cayr and two of the other young men from the court.

      “She’s so pretty,” Mira replied. “Just like you.”

      Alyx laughed. “I wish I was that pretty.”

      “Have you heard about Torn and Leila yet?” Karina said conspiratorially as she linked her arm through Alyx’s.

      “No. What happened?”

      

      Cayr eventually joined Alyx, who by then was sitting at the centre of a large group of young women. They’d been discussing a recent scandalous affair involving an older lord and a young servant. Alyx was mostly just listening, trying not to lose interest as Lissa rambled on about the court’s reaction to the scandal. Cayr dropped down beside her, sitting close, and they shared a quick smile.

      Not long after Cayr came over, Jenna appeared with Jaran and Torn.

      “Torn wants to go swimming in the pond, I think it’s a fantastic idea,” she said enthusiastically.

      Dresses rustled as the girls leapt to their feet.

      “Come on, Alyx, it will be fun,” Cayr rose and held out his hand to her.

      “Sounds like it,” she agreed, sliding her hand into his and allowing him to take her along with the crowd.

      Swimming turned out to be the girls sitting on the edge of the pond with their feet in the water, while the boys engaged in a vigorous water fight.

      Alyx cheered enthusiastically for Cayr’s team, as did Jenna and most of the other girls.

      “It’s nice to have you back, Alyx,” Jenna spoke.

      “Thank you.”

      “We didn’t get much of a chance to become friends before you left. I’m hoping we can rectify that now.”

      In truth, Alyx wanted to avoid Lord-Mage Casovar as much as possible, and that included his daughter, but she’d been raised to always be polite “Of course, that would be nice.”

      “You’ve been gone so long. If you have any questions about what you’ve missed, please ask me. I’d love to help.”

      Alyx laughed. “I’m sure it won’t take me too long. After all, I did grow up here.”

      “You’re right. And of course, Prince Cayr is very good at making people feel included.”

      “Yes.” Alyx gave her an odd glance. “He’s good like that.”

      “Oh look,” Jenna shrieked, her attention diverted. “Torn just got soaked!”

      Alyx suppressed the urge to jump in and defend Torn’s honour, and merely clapped along in excitement with the girls when a few moments later, Cayr half-drowned Torn’s attacker. The two young men slapped each other enthusiastically on the back as they were declared winners of the fight. Jaran and his team-mate accepted the loss gracefully and they all climbed out of the pond, causing the girls to shriek and run as the young men deliberately dripped water all over them.

      

      Alyx’s father brightened at the sight of the sparkle in her eyes and the new flush on her cheeks when she walked through the door that evening.

      “Just in time for dinner.” He wrapped an affectionate arm around her shoulders as they walked through to the dining room.

      Alyx raised her eyes at the size of her dinner plate. “I’m not that hungry, Papa.”

      “Eat as much as you can,” Garan instructed. “You need to start eating better. Clearly you weren’t at DarkSkull.”

      Alyx ignored his hint and began eating. “How was your day?”

      “Business as usual, and yours?”

      “It was wonderful,” she said, and proceeded to tell him all about it.

      It felt normal again, sitting at the dining table and telling her father all the little, silly things that happened in her day. He laughed and smiled, questioning her as if her account interested him more than anything else. It was so comforting, she didn’t want to ruin the mood by bringing up Ladan, and her father didn’t push for further information about her time at DarkSkull either.

      When she went to bed that night, she felt more relaxed than she had in a long time.

      

      After a leisurely lie in and late breakfast the next morning, Alyx took one of her father’s carriages and had the footman drive her north out of the city to the estate that Cayr’s father had gifted Astor on his retirement.

      The grounds and mansion were far smaller than those of Alyx’s family, but they were picturesque, and had a wonderful view over the ocean.

      Astor himself came down the steps to greet Alyx as the carriage rolled to a halt. He looked exactly as she remembered, tall and lean with short silver-grey hair and a vigorous stride. The grey tunic and breeches he wore under a sweeping black robe no longer looked odd to Alyx.

      “Alyx!”

      “Astor.” She smiled and allowed herself to be swept into a warm hug. She’d missed her god-father, and wasn’t surprised at the rush of gladness she felt to see him again.

      “Let me look at you.” He stood back and studied her carefully. “Yes, I can see how much you’ve changed. I imagine it was quite an experience at DarkSkull.”

      “You could say that,” she said.

      “Come in, come in.” He took her arm and led her through the front doors “You’re just in time for tea and crumpets.”

      She chuckled. “I’ve missed your tea and crumpets.”

      “I’ll bet you have, if what they fed initiates at DarkSkull while I was there is anything to go by.”

      Alyx looked away, busying herself with taking in the bright, airy room Astor had brought her to. Large windows looked out over the ocean, and two small couches surrounded a table near one of them. The rest of the room was taken up by Astor’s books. He cleared a large pile from one of the couches as a maid entered and placed a tray of tea and crumpets on the table.

      “Alyx, sit down.” He waved her to the now-empty couch. “I heard through the grapevine that you’d returned. I’m delighted you’ve come to visit me so soon.”

      Something about his casual tone bothered Alyx, and the sharp-edged question spilled out before she could stop it. “Why didn’t you warn me?”

      Astor’s merry face sobered. “DarkSkull hasn’t changed any since I was there, I suppose.”

      “I don’t understand. After my mother died, you became like another father to me. You never said anything about me possibly having mage powers, not in sixteen years. You knew exactly how awful DarkSkull is. You didn’t prepare me for any of it.”

      “Alyx, please, sit down.”

      Alyx hesitated, then sat on the couch opposite Astor. He was silent as he busied himself making two cups of tea.

      “If it makes any difference, I didn’t know in advance that Lord-Mage Casovar was planning to send you to DarkSkull.”

      “But you knew there was a chance I had mage powers?”

      He stared down at his tea, then looked up at her. “Yes.”

      Resentment flashed through her. “Why didn’t you ever say anything?”

      “There were a multitude of reasons, not least that you were never interested in anything about my mage life.”

      “No, I wasn’t, yet you let the king and my father send me to DarkSkull Hall.”

      “An ex-lord-mage can no more counter a king’s orders than a senior lord can. Your father fought bitterly to change the king’s mind, but Darien was resolute. If you’d like to blame anyone, blame Cayr’s father.”

      “You both knew I could break out. You could have prepared me better for that.”

      “True.” Astor sat back. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry. Have you broached this topic with your father yet?”

      “No. Mainly because I don’t ever want to think about DarkSkull ever again,” she said. “Talking about it… makes me remember.”

      Astor’s piercing blue eyes studied her, making her uncomfortable. “Your eyes have changed. Before you left they were light and innocent. Now you bear scars.”

      Brynn’s face flashed into Alyx’s mind and she pushed it away. “I said I don’t want to talk about it, Astor.”

      “You’re not going back then?”

      “No.”

      “Does that mean you didn’t break out? That you aren’t a mage as Lord-Mage Casovar thought?”

      “No. He was right,” she said quietly. “Despite how desperately I wanted him to be wrong.”

      “Can I ask what sort of power you developed?” The piercing look disappeared from Astor’s face, replaced by curiosity.

      Alyx smiled. “If you tell me first?”

      Astor chuckled. “After seventeen years, she finally asks me! I’m a lesser mage. My power lies in memory and learning.”

      “If that’s the case, how did you become lord-mage? I don’t mean any offence.”

      “None taken.” Astor waved a hand. “Your father and I have been friends for a long time. When he recommended me to the king, Rionn was safe and at peace, and all that was needed was a mage advisor who was highly educated and had a head for detail.”

      “How did you and my father meet?” Alyx wondered that she’d never asked these questions before. She’d never even thought about how Astor had become her godfather. On the heels of those questions came a surge of guilt. She’d been so self-involved, caring about nothing that didn’t immediately affect her little world.

      “A trade negotiation between Tregaya and Rionn. We were both there in an advisory capacity.”

      Alyx glanced down to where her fingers were toying with a loose thread on the couch. She warred with herself about pushing further, but somehow it felt easier with Astor than her father.

      “When did my mother die, Astor?”

      “That’s an odd question.” He frowned. “You were five.”

      “How did she die?” Her heart thudded in fear she’d see signs of dishonesty in his face, but he didn’t look uncomfortable.

      “Your father has told you this story. Why are you bringing it up now?”

      “He told me my mother died in an accident when I was five.”

      “There you go.”

      “So that’s what you’re telling me too?” she pushed him.

      “It is. Alyx, what are you getting at?”

      He seemed sincere, but it had always been impossible to tell his true thoughts behind the mask of cool thoughtfulness he wore. She hesitated, the urge to push him harder proving stronger than she’d thought it would.

      Eventually she sighed. “Nothing. I just want to forget about DarkSkull, go back to my old life where I was happy.”

      “The world seems a different place now, doesn’t it?” Astor asked her gently. “And as hard as you might try, you won’t be able to put it all away in a little box and forget about it.”

      “I can if I try hard enough.” She stood. “Thank you for the tea. I should get going.”

      “You’ll come and visit me again?”

      “Absolutely.”

      They walked in companionable silence out to the carriage.

      He turned to her. “We got distracted, and you never did tell me what your power was.”

      Alyx went to reply automatically, then remembered what Howell had told her. “I displayed a telepathic talent, but I’m not very strong.”

      “Really?” Alyx thought she saw puzzlement in his faded blue eyes, but it vanished as quickly as it had appeared. “Well, I suppose it’s no great loss then, you not going back to DarkSkull. Have a good day, Alyx.”

      

      “Thank you for saving me.” Alyx smiled up at Cayr.

      They were walking hand in hand through the palace gardens after spending the afternoon in the palace gardens with their friends. Cayr had offered to walk Alyx home.

      “From Mira and the others?” He looked puzzled.

      “You may have spent the afternoon kicking the ball around and showing off for the girls, but I had to sit there and listen to hours of gossip about Lord Ragarn and his mistress.”

      “You love gossiping about that sort of thing,” Cayr said.

      “I do, but a different topic of conversation is worthwhile every now and then. It’s like they have nothing but air in their heads.”

      “Alyx?” Cayr tugged on her hand, stopping them both. “That doesn’t sound like you.”

      Alyx looked at him in puzzlement. “What do you mean?”

      “You are one of those girls, Alyx. I mean, I know we always talked about anything and everything, but that was between us. Your conversations with Mira and Lissa and the other girls were always… well... girly.”

      “Girly?”

      “You know, about dresses and parties and the latest court scandal.”

      “There are more things in life than dresses and parties and the latest court scandal, Cayr.”

      “I know. I just… you’ve never said anything like that before either.” He frowned.

      Alyx hesitated. The truth was, she’d been bored all afternoon until having Cayr for company. He seemed upset at the idea though, so she summoned a smile for him. “I’m still me. Give me some time to settle back in. I’ve only been home a week. I still love all that stuff.”

      “I know.” He pulled her closer with a soft smile. “And I still love you.”

      “Good.” She kissed him. “You’d better.”

      

      Cayr’s words troubled Alyx as she tried to sleep that night. He had been right. She’d never been bored in the company of her friends before, had always delighted in spending hours gossiping. Alyx didn’t want to be bored, she wanted to forget everything that had happened and go back to who she had been, when there was no pain and no fear. Maybe she just needed to try harder. Give it more time.

      It seemed like only moments after she fell asleep the nightmare reclaimed her. She knew what was happening as soon as it started, felt herself being sucked out of her mind and down into the dark, narrow tunnel. The presence at the end of the tunnel loomed closer, darkness seeping out from it with a touch of sublime power.

      Alyx fought bitterly, but it did no good. Her struggles made no impression on the terrifying power holding her. And again, just as she was about to reach the end of the tunnel and be faced with whatever it was that was tormenting her, she woke. Alyx shot up in her bed, gasping for air and soaked in sweat. She sobbed aloud, instinctively looking across the room for Dawn in the bed next to her.

      When she saw only empty space, and the curtains of her window blowing gently in the night breeze from the window she’d left open, she hunched over and began to cry.

      She just wanted it all to stop.
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      Alyx sat at the breakfast table the next morning, exhausted and wrung out for the first time since arriving home. She toyed with the porridge in front of her, not particularly hungry.

      “Aly-girl?”

      Alyx looked up to meet her father’s concerned gaze. “Yes?”

      “You’re up early this morning. I haven’t seen you before mid-morning since you got home.”

      “I couldn’t sleep.”

      “Are you feeling okay? You look pale.”

      “I’m fine.” Alyx turned back to the porridge, dazedly pushing it backwards and forwards with her spoon. Her stomach roiled at the thought of eating any of it.

      “You’re not eating.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “Aly-girl.” Her father put aside the papers he’d been reading and shifted closer to her. “What’s wrong? You’ve been so happy since you got back. Has something happened?”

      “I’m fine. I didn’t sleep well, that’s all.”

      Alyx didn’t have the energy to tell him, even if she had wanted to. On the mornings after this had happened to her at DarkSkull, Dawn had deliberately focused the conversation on herself at breakfast so that Alyx would be spared talking. Finn would quickly realise what she was doing and play along. Tarrick, never effusive, had generally also left her alone. Brynn would have given her one of his warm smiles, and then just sit there with her.

      The thought of Tarrick and the twins caused a guilty ache in her chest. It had been days and she hadn’t even gone to visit them. And Brynn... she had to fight not to start crying at the breakfast table as his face floated into her mind.

      “Lord Egalion?” One of the servants appeared at the dining room door.

      “What is it?”

      “Prince Cayr is here, my lord.”

      “Send him through.” Garan turned back to her. “If you want to talk, Alyx, I’m here.”

      “Good morning,” Cayr smiled as he came through the door. He was dressed for riding, and Alyx remembered that they were supposed to be riding along the beach with Jaran, Torn and Lissa that morning. The sight of him didn’t improve her mood like she’d expected it to, and despair surged. What was wrong with her?

      “Hi.” She tried to smile and mostly succeeded. “I don’t think I can make it riding today. Why don’t you go on ahead?”

      “Is something wrong?” Cayr frowned.

      “No, I just remembered that I haven’t gone to visit Dawn and Finn yet,” Alyx said. “I promised I would go and see them before they left again.”

      “I thought there were still several weeks before they had to go back?”

      “Actually, it’s not that long because they’ll have to travel by ship. That takes almost a month, so they’ll have to leave early to make it back to DarkSkull before the start of the learning year.”

      “All right.” He looked at her oddly. “Can I come along? I’d like to meet them.”

      “Wouldn’t you prefer to go riding with the others?”

      “I’m very interested to meet these young mages,” Cayr said. “After all, I’ll be working with them in the future. I can go riding with Jaran any day.”

      Alyx swallowed a spoonful of her porridge, then pushed it aside and stood. Her father gaped at her in astonishment.

      “Is that all you’re eating? You’ve been finishing off an entire plate for breakfast since you came home.”

      “I told you I’m not hungry. Besides, I became accustomed to eating less at DarkSkull, Papa,” she said wryly on her way to the door. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Have dinner with me tonight, Aly-girl?”

      “Sure.” Alyx returned to kiss him on the cheek before leaving the room.

      Cayr followed her outdoors, and their riding boots crunched on the pebbled drive as they headed for the stables. The residue of the nightmare still weighed her down, although the bright sunlight helped dispel some of the darkness.

      “No breakfast at DarkSkull, hey? The place sounds wonderful,” Cayr said dryly. “I’ve been wondering why you never talk about it. That was the first time you’ve even mentioned the place since you got back.”

      “There are some parts of the past year I never want to think about ever again,” she told him honestly. “But I do want to share with you. I just need to do it in my own time.”

      “Just little pieces, then.” He smiled. “I want to be here for you.”

      She paused, and decided to take the first step in sharing with the man she loved. She related the dawn breakfast rule, and by the time she’d finished he was staring at her in genuine shock.

      “Alyx, you can’t…”

      What he was going to say was drowned out by the screams of an angry horse. Alyx, recognizing the sound instantly, broke into a run for the stables. In the circular field outside the Egalion stables, two grooms were attempting to finish saddling Tingo. The big stallion was having none of it, rearing and bucking furiously to make them back off.

      “What’s going on?” she asked Henri.

      “He won’t allow any of us to exercise him, Lady Egalion. He’s getting too restive, so we’re trying again this morning.”

      “Tingo!” she called out, ducking under the railings and moving up to the plunging horse.

      “Alyx, be careful!” Cayr shouted, ducking under the railing behind her.

      “Stop there.” She turned and halted him with a gesture. “Tingo knows me, but I can’t trust him not to kick out at you.”

      “Don’t go near him, he’s dangerous.” Cayr looked horrified at how close she was to the stallion.

      Alyx ignored him and kept walking. Tingo settled as soon as he saw her approach, calming completely before happily butting his head into her chest.

      “What are you doing, boy?” she murmured, stroking his neck. “They were just trying to give you some exercise.”

      He snorted and tossed his head, clearly unhappy with that arrangement.

      “I know, I’ve been neglecting you,” she said softly. “I’m sorry, Tingo.”

      He snorted again.

      She chuckled and quickly finished buckling up the girth and adjusting the stirrups.

      “I can do that for you, Lady Egalion.” Henri ducked under the railing.

      “No, I’d prefer to.” She waved him off.

      Once she’d finished, she grabbed the reins to lead Tingo out of the yard. As she turned him towards the field gate, she saw that her father had joined Cayr. Both men looked horrified.

      “It’s all right,” she reassured them.

      “It’s far too dangerous for you to be riding such a highly-strung stallion; he’s too strong for you,” Garan protested.

      Alyx laughed in genuine amusement. “He was too strong for me, initially. I fell off quite a few times, let me tell you.”

      “You fell off?” Her father was getting that look on his face she knew from experience meant he was seriously upset.

      Alyx paused. It seemed this was her day for talking about DarkSkull. She didn’t feel quite ready yet, but still, she needed to explain this to her father or he’d be worried out of his mind.

      “Yes, it was one of our duties at DarkSkull to groom and exercise the horses. I was assigned to Tingo. I had to learn how to groom and saddle him, and I had to ride him regularly for exercise.”

      “Alyx, move away from the horse. I mean it,” Garan demanded.

      “Papa, it’s really okay. I can ride him.”

      To demonstrate her point, Alyx swung into the saddle easily and without the assistance of a mounting block. Tingo danced around a little, but Alyx skilfully bought him back under control. She grinned down at Cayr and her father.

      “I think we need to have a talk.” Her father returned her smile with a frown. “And in the meantime I’d prefer if you didn’t ride that horse.”

      “Papa, I’ve told you I can ride him,” she snapped, annoyed. “I’ve been riding him for months. Anyway, he needs exercising and he won’t let any of the grooms near him.”

      “Someone else can exercise him.”

      “You’re being ridiculous.” Alyx’s frustration was building towards fury. It was obvious she could handle the horse, why couldn’t her father see that? “Tingo is my horse, and I learned how to ride him at DarkSkull. You sent me there. Be glad I came back.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      She abruptly felt guilty, but the words had burst out of her without thought. “I’m sorry, I know I haven’t explained myself well, but I don’t want to talk about this right now.”

      “Lord Egalion, Alyx does look like she’s got the horse under control,” Cayr intervened. “If she’s learnt how to manage him at DarkSkull, then I think we should take her at her word.”

      Garan’s shoulders went rigid, but after a moment he let out a breath. “We will talk tonight, Alyx. I mean it.”

      “Later,” she agreed.

      

      Alyx and Cayr rode out of the front gates of the Egalion estate at a canter, and down the winding road to the base of the hill. Cayr’s Bluecoat escort fell in behind them as they entered the city and made their way towards the A’ndreas home.

      “Thanks, Cayr.”

      He shrugged. “I admit it was a shock to see you so casually mounting that massive war stallion, but I have faith in you, Alyx. If you say you can manage him, I believe you.”

      Warmth filled her. “I’ll admit it wasn’t easy. There were a lot of bumps and bruises along the way.”

      “I’ll bet.” He flashed her an engaging grin. “It doesn’t sound like you’re going to have an easy time with your father tonight, though.”

      “No.” Alyx fell silent as the dread came back, ruining some of the warmth of the day.

      “I don’t think I’ve been to this part of the city before,” Cayr commented as they left the city centre and moved through the merchant’s quarter.

      “Cayr, I…”

      “I should do it more often,” he said before she could continue. “I’m not just going to be king of the rich quarter.”

      Alyx wasn’t sure if she remembered the way, but after stopping and asking directions to the blacksmith’s, she and Cayr made their way into a street she recognised. A group of young children playing nearby stopped their game to watch the two young nobles in awe, and Alyx smiled when Cayr gave them a wave and a wink.

      The twins’ mother opened the door at the A’ndreas home, looking visibly nervous at being confronted by two clearly wealthy young adults on her doorstep.

      “Hello. I’m Lady Alyx Egalion,” she said politely. “I’m here to visit Dawn and Finn.”

      “Lady Egalion, of course.” The woman’s anxiousness faded into a smile. “The twins told me you might visit. Please come in.”

      Alyx and Cayr were shown to a small living room which fronted onto the street. It was a cheery room, not unlike Brynn’s home, although this one was larger.

      “I’ll call them in, they’ve been upstairs all morning.” The twins’ mother smiled again. “Can I get you anything?”

      “No, thank you, we’re fine.”

      Once the woman had gone, Cayr touched Alyx’s shoulder. “I’ll wait out in the hallway and give you a chance to catch up without the prince in the room.”

      Footsteps clattered on stairs minutes later and the twins entered, followed closely by Tarrick. Alyx was surprised by the rush of pleasure she felt at seeing them, and stepped forward instinctively, ready to hug Dawn as if it were any normal afternoon at DarkSkull. Their obvious awkwardness halted her, and so she remained rooted to the spot, feeling suddenly uncomfortable.

      “Lady Egalion,” Dawn said politely.

      A small silence fell between them. Alyx remembered waking up from her dream the previous night, and how she’d felt at the breakfast table.

      Then she smiled. “My name is Alyx. You’ve forgotten that already?”

      Bright smiles crossed both A’ndreas faces, and Finn stepped forward. “I’m glad you’re here, Alyx. You can tell Dawn she’s wrong about the Tregayan border reaching as far as the Harkness River.”

      “Well…”

      “Come on, I know you paid some attention in mapping class.”

      Alyx’s smile widened. “I have to go with Dawn on this one, I’m pretty sure part of the border runs along the Harkness River.”

      “They’ve been fighting about this all morning.” Tarrick rolled his eyes.

      “Surely the one who knows all has the answer?” She raised an eyebrow at him.

      “I do not know all.” He scowled. “Just more than the rest of you.”

      They laughed.

      “Alyx, you look so different,” Dawn said shyly. “Your clothes are beautiful.”

      “Thank you.” Alyx glanced around. “Your home is lovely.”

      “Pfft on that,” Finn interrupted. “I cannot believe you agree with Dawn. I’m never wrong on stuff like this.”

      Alyx chuckled. “I’m just telling you what I remember.”

      “I always hate to disagree with Alyx, but the Tregayan border doesn’t reach as far as the Harkness.”

      Tarrick and the A’ndreas twins froze abruptly at the sight of Cayr entering the room. A second later the twins dropped into a bow and a curtsey respectively. Tarrick quickly caught on to who Cayr must be, and bowed far more elegantly.

      “Cayr, this is Finn and Dawn A’ndreas, and Tarrick Tylender,” Alyx introduced them as they straightened nervously.

      “Prince Cayr, you are welcome in our home,” Dawn tried for formal politeness and managed it well.

      “Don’t be silly.” Cayr smiled warmly. “You are Alyx’s friends, so that makes you mine. You can call me Cayr, and you certainly don’t have to bow like that.”

      “Uh… well.” Finn glanced at his sister for direction.

      “I told you what he was like.” Alyx grinned, proud of the good person that Cayr was. “And I did promise you would get the chance to meet him.”

      Cayr stepped forward and offered his hand. “I hate using my title, it makes me sound silly. Alyx and Dash have never called me anything but Cayr, and I prefer it that way.”

      Alyx shot an affectionate glance at Cayr, then nodded to her friends that it was all right. Finn shrugged and shook Cayr’s hand, then Tarrick did the same.

      “I’m very pleased to meet you, Cayr.” Dawn smiled. “Alyx talked about you a lot at DarkSkull.”

      “She never stopped talking about you,” Tarrick added. “It was painful.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.” Cayr gave Alyx an amused smile, and she blushed.

      “Dash is on duty today, but he wouldn’t mind us using his boat,” Cayr said after they’d chatted for a few moments. “It’s warm outside, maybe we could sail to Roban Island?”

      “I’d love to go sailing,” Tarrick said.

      “All right then.”

      Cayr went ahead to speak to his Bluecoat detail, while Alyx waited with Tarrick and the twins.

      “I’m sorry it took me so long to visit,” she spoke into the silence.

      “It’s fine,” Dawn assured her. “We didn’t expect you would ever come, actually.”

      “You didn’t?” she asked in surprise.

      Finn shook his head. “We shared a lot together at DarkSkull, but we come from different worlds. I bet you’ve never even been in this part of town before and we’ve never been anywhere near the palace.”

      “That will change, once you’re fully trained mages,” Tarrick predicted.

      “It doesn’t matter. You had the right to expect better from me,” Alyx said, surprising herself. “And I should have come earlier.”

      “We missed you,” Dawn said, linking her arm through Alyx’s as they headed for the door.

      “I promise to keep visiting, if you promise me one thing in return.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You never talk to me about Lord Ragarn and his mistress.”

      “Who’s Lord Ragarn?” Tarrick asked.

      Alyx laughed, and felt lighter than she had in days. “Finn, talk to me about the Tregayan-Rionnan trade policy.”

      “Really?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “Please.”

      “Do not get him started,” Dawn complained. “Did you learn nothing at DarkSkull?”

      

      They had a wonderful day. Tarrick and the twins quickly lost their awkwardness with Cayr at his warm, open personality, and soon they were all laughing and messing about like old friends. The seas were calm as they sailed the short distance out to Roban Island, and they spent their time swimming and lazing in the sun.

      Dawn flopped down beside Alyx on the sand at one point, tired out from a water fight with her brother.

      “How have you been, Alyx?”

      “I’ve been good. It’s lovely to be back home.” Alyx turned on her side to face Dawn. “What about you and Finn?”

      “It’s been great to be home,” Dawn said, “It’s going to be tough back at DarkSkull without you.”

      Alyx grinned. “No, it won’t. Just think, you won’t have to listen to me constantly whine about how I want to go home, or how wonderful Cayr is.”

      “He is pretty wonderful,” Dawn said with a smile. “I can’t believe how well he is treating us, and all just because we are your friends.”

      Alyx was surprised. “You really think of us as friends?”

      “Of course,” Dawn looked surprised that Alyx had even asked. “Of course, Alyx. We, all of us, we’re friends, no matter how different we are or how much we annoy each other.”

      Alyx smiled, reaching out to take Dawn’s hand. “I like that idea.”

      “Have you spoken to your father?”

      “No.”

      “Alyx!”

      “I know,” she said. “But coming home was so wonderful, I didn’t want to ruin it.”

      “It won’t last,” Dawn said gently. “I know the questions must be burning inside of you.”

      “I just want the misery to stop,” Alyx mumbled. “And it did for a while after I came home. I thought if I just kept it all buried, I could be happy again.”

      “But not anymore?”

      “I had a nightmare last night for the first time.”

      Dawn wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “I thought you looked pale earlier. You need to talk to your father. He might have answers that will help drive the nightmares away.”

      “I know.”

      

      As night fell, they returned to the city, and Alyx and Cayr accepted the A’ndreas family’s invitation to dinner.

      “Dash came to visit us last week,” Dawn told Alyx over dinner.

      “Really?”

      “He wanted to see how we were settling back in.”

      “He hasn’t come to visit me.” Alyx looked at Cayr indignantly.

      Cayr smiled. “I think he thought I was taking care of that.”

      “That’s what he said,” Tarrick agreed.

      “Oh, he did, did he?”

      “He told me I could come and train with the Blue Guard in their drill every morning while I’m here,” Tarrick said, his usual reserve vanishing into a smile.

      This was a generous offer, and Alyx was surprised. The Blue Guard were the most elite and prestigious military unit in Rionn. Dashan had only gained entry because of his father’s status as an advisor to the King, and not even regular Rionnan Army were allowed to train with the Blue Guard.

      “Dawn, would you mind if I came to visit again?” Alyx asked quietly as the boys discussed the Blue Guard.

      “Of course!” Dawn said. “You’re welcome anytime. We miss you.”

      “I’ve missed you too,” Alyx said, and meant it.

      

      After dinner, Cayr and Alyx rode out of the city in comfortable silence. He dropped Alyx at her front door with a long kiss and plans to meet the following day.

      Alyx stepped into a dim, quiet house. She glanced down the hall, but there was no light coming from her father’s study, and the house felt empty. He’d made it clear he wanted to talk to her, and she knew Dawn had been right. It was time she talked to him. Alyx resolved to make an effort to find him the following day.
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      Her nightmare didn’t return that night, and after searching fruitlessly for her father the next morning, Alyx spent the afternoon shopping with Mira and Lissa. Cayr was busy with his father most of the day, but he and Jaran joined them for dinner that night at Lissa’s home.

      Alyx struggled in the girls’ company during the afternoon, finding Lissa’s fascination with Jenna Casovar’s style rather annoying. At one point she’d raised the treaty signing with Shivasa that Dashan had told her about, asking if either of the girls had been there.

      Mira had laughed in surprise. “No way. That thing went on for hours, and it was mostly only the older lords in attendance.”

      “And who wants to be in the same room as that Shiven ambassador anyway?” Lissa had given a polite shudder.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Alyx asked. “He doesn’t look that much different to us.”

      “Yes, but those eyes.” Mira made a face. “And he’s Shiven.”

      “So?”

      Lissa and Mira had both looked at Alyx in puzzlement then, unable to understand her question. Alyx had been genuinely taken back, but not wanting to cause waves, had changed the subject. She was relieved when the boys joined them later and she could relax in Cayr’s company.

      The following day, Alyx woke to a note from her father at the breakfast table. Kingdom business had once again called him over to the palace early, but he still wanted to talk. He’d try to be home early for dinner.

      Alyx hesitated only a moment before going to saddle up Tingo and ride down to the city to visit Tarrick and the twins.

      

      “You know, Lord-Mage Casovar came to visit the day after we arrived home,” Dawn told Alyx as the boys lingered to watch the ceremonial change of the Blue Guard outside the barracks. They’d left the twins’ home to take a companionable stroll together.

      “I suppose that’s not surprising,” Alyx said. “How did it go?”

      “He didn’t stay long. He just asked a few questions about what we’d learned at DarkSkull and encouraged us to apply ourselves when we went back.”

      “Did he mention me?”

      “Not once,” Dawn said. “Which I thought was odd. He also seemed quite taken aback by Tarrick.”

      “I didn’t like him much.” Tarrick wandered over, hands in pockets. “He’s too polite and formal.”

      “He’s a lord, that’s why,” Finn told him.

      Alyx was reluctant to part from them and suggested a late lunch together. Conversation flowed easily, and Alyx took them to a place she’d been before. The food was delicious and their brightly coloured drinks were hugely popular.

      “Are you doing anything tomorrow?” Alyx asked as they finished the meal.

      “I think Tarrick has sparring with the Blue Guard early, but other than that, no,” Finn said.

      “Would you like to go on a ride? There are some lovely trails through the forest at the back of my father’s property, and I think I’ve convinced him to allow me to ride Tingo without supervision.”

      “That sounds wonderful.” Dawn beamed.

      “It’s been a struggle to keep the horses properly exercised.” Tarrick nodded. “It would be good to give them a good run.”

      “It’s a plan, then,” Finn said.

      “All right.” Alyx smiled, pleased.

      “Alyx, do you think I should try the blue or the green drink next? Which is better?” Dawn asked.

      “The green is perfect after a big meal.”

      “We’re staying, then?” Finn asked. “Because I really want to try the green one too.”

      “Alyx, if you need to be going, that’s fine,” Tarrick said.

      “No, I don’t have anywhere to be,” she said. “And I’d love a green too.”

      “Four greens it is.” He flashed his smile and rose to go and place the order.

      

      It was a revelation to Alyx to discover how enjoyable it was to spend time with Tarrick and the twins outside of DarkSkull Hall. Away from that place, their conversations didn’t centre around lessons or Galien, but surprisingly they found plenty of other things to talk about.

      Unlike with her court friends, they talked about anything and everything, and they had a lot more life experience to share. Beyond that, Alyx trusted them to a level she hadn’t ever needed or wanted to with her peers; after what they’d supported each other through at DarkSkull, she supposed it was inevitable.

      Cayr came to visit her just after she’d returned home, carrying apologies from her father that he would be working late at the palace.

      “Mira is organizing another picnic at the pools tomorrow. Want to go?”

      “Actually, I made plans to go riding with Tarrick and the twins.”

      “That’s all right,” he said easily. “You don’t mind if I join you?”

      “Don’t feel like you have to spend so much time with me, Cayr.” She smiled. “I know you’ve been working with your father a lot more. You need to learn as much from him as you can.”

      “There’s plenty of time for that.” He dismissed her with a shrug and a smile. “Besides, it’s summer and the weather is great. I’ll get back to it once the twins leave and things are back to normal.”

      It was unlike Cayr to be so cavalier about his future duties, and Alyx was taken aback, but didn’t push the issue. She was so glad to have him around so much, she didn’t want to say anything to ruin it.

      

      Alyx and Dawn reclined on the plush sofa in the A’ndreas living room the next day, whiling away the hot summer afternoon. After they’d returned from their ride, the boys, including Cayr, had headed out to the back garden to spar. Dashan was with them too, though this was the first time Alyx had seen him since returning home.

      A hot, sluggish breeze came through the open windows, barely moving the curtains.

      “Papa has been at the palace almost constantly,” Alyx said. “There hasn’t been any opportunity to talk to him, and I haven’t had the nightmare again, so...”

      “It’s only been three days, Alyx.”

      “I know.” Alyx’s resolve firmed. “I’ll go over to the palace this afternoon and ask him to come home early so we can talk.”

      “Good.”

      Moments later the young men made an appearance, clattering loudly down the hall.

      “Phew, it’s hot out there,” Finn was exclaiming as they came into the lounge.

      “It certainly is,” Tarrick agreed equably. “I could use one of those cold lemonades your mother makes.”

      “Agreed!”

      Both Finn and Tarrick vanished down the hall in search of lemonade, with Cayr following at a more sedate pace.

      “Alyx, can I speak to you for a second?” Dashan interrupted the brief silence that fell and waved her out into the hall.

      “What is it?” she asked once they were away from the room.

      “I’ve got to head back to barracks. I just wanted to let you know about Tarrick before I left,” Dashan said, pulling his uniform jacket on over his shirt. “He’s doing really well training with us. I think he’s a natural.”

      “And you needed to drag me out here to tell me that?”

      He gave her his roguish grin. “I couldn’t resist an excuse to spend a moment alone with the ravishing Lady Egalion.”

      “Dash, can you ever be serious?” She glared at him.

      “I don’t know, can you ever just relax and have fun for a second?” he retorted.

      “Leave now, before I use my mage powers and blast you to pieces,” she warned.

      “I’m trembling in my boots,” he said mock-fearfully, then winked. “I’ll see you later, Lady Egalion.”

      When Alyx returned to the room, Finn was handing out glasses of cold lemonade. Alyx forgot all about Dashan’s weirdness as she became involved in a silly but excitable debate over whether hot weather was good or bad, and whether lemonade could be drunk at all times of the year or only in hot weather.

      “Sailing tomorrow?” Cayr asked sometime later, once all the lemonade had been drunk.

      “We can’t,” Dawn said. “Lord-Mage Casovar sent a missive. He wants to see us.”

      “You don’t have to go. Dashan’s let us have his boat again, so we can go to Roban Island.”

      “Excellent!” Finn said eagerly. “You sure we won’t get into trouble from Lord Casovar?”

      Cayr shrugged. “I’m his prince, I can overrule his summons. Besides, you’ve already met with him, right? I’m sure it’s nothing important.”

      Alyx gave Cayr a questioning glance at this; he was being uncharacteristically careless about offending one of his father’s most important advisors, but he smiled back at her, unconcerned. The disquiet in the back of her mind deepened, but she pushed it determinedly away.

      “Dashan was telling me about the royal ball coming up in a week,” Tarrick said. “Training was extra fierce this morning in preparation for it.”

      Cayr nodded. “Yes, it’s in honour of my father’s birthday. You’ve gone and ruined my surprise though, because I’ve invited you all along. Your invitations should arrive today.”

      “Really?” Dawn asked in excitement.

      “There’s nothing to get all that excited about.” Alyx tried not to let her unease at Cayr’s words show. “You’ve got to get dressed up, and there’s dancing and music and lots of food. It’s all a bore, really.”

      Finn snorted. “I lost count of the number of times you went on about how exciting balls and dancing were at DarkSkull, Alyx.”

      “I can’t wait! Finn, you’ll need Father to get you something to wear. Alyx, you’ll come shopping with me to buy a dress, won’t you?” Dawn asked excitedly.

      “Of course, I need one myself.”

      “All right.” Finn rose. “Roban Island tomorrow it is.”

      

      Alyx waited until she was alone with Cayr before talking to him about the ball. He was walking her home, his hand warm and slightly damp in hers.

      “Are you sure about these invitations?” she asked.

      “Of course, why wouldn’t I be?”

      “They’re not nobles. Surely I don’t need to point that out to you?”

      “I thought they were your friends?”

      “They are my friends, but our friendship doesn’t change the fact that I am a noble and they aren’t.”

      “You’re being awfully snobby.”

      “If it were up to me, in a perfect world, they would be invited.” Alyx was getting a little frustrated. “That’s not my point.”

      “Then what is your point? I’m trying to do something nice for your friends.”

      “Does your father know about the invitation?”

      He looked away. “No, he doesn’t.”

      “Cayr!”

      “What? I’m the crown prince, I can invite who I like.”

      “What is going on with you?”

      “There is nothing going on with me.”

      “Yes there is,” she said firmly, letting go of his hand. “I’ve been ignoring it, because I didn’t want to ruin things, but I know you. The day I got back, Papa told me you’d been involving yourself more in the day-to-day running of the kingdom. Yet ever since then, you’ve spent increasing amounts of time away from the palace avoiding your father. What’s going on?”

      “Nothing is going on.”

      “You used to talk to me about everything.”

      “I’m fine.” He smiled down at her. “I just wanted to do something nice for your friends.”

      “You can’t invite them to the ball. You would know that if you thought about it for a second.”

      “Alyx…”

      “Your father will be furious with you, and everyone there will stare at them and whisper behind their backs. You know that as well as I do.”

      “Then we’ll make sure not to leave them alone,” he said stubbornly. “And as soon as it’s polite, we’ll leave and do something more fun.”

      She sighed. “I don’t think it will work. Why won’t you tell me what’s really going on?”

      “You’re one to talk,” he said. “You’ve barely said a word about DarkSkull since you got back; what happened to telling me everything, Alyx?”

      “It’s not the same.”

      “How is it not the same?” He was angry now; she saw glints of it in his blue eyes. Cayr rarely got upset with her, and she sensed now it wasn’t truly her he was angry with.

      “I don’t want to talk about it because the memories are too fresh. What I went through last year… I need time to deal with it. Talking about it makes me remember and I can’t cope with that.”

      “I don’t think you’re coping, Alyx, I think you’re hiding.”

      “What?” Now Alyx was angry.

      “You said it yourself, a friendship with Tarrick and the twins can never last. Yet you spend all your time with them. You’re using them to forget.”

      “You’re half right,” she admitted softly, her anger fading as abruptly as it had come.

      “Which part am I wrong about?”

      Alyx took a breath, trying to verbalise what she felt. “When everything happened at DarkSkull... when it was awful… it happened to them too. They were there.”

      “So having them nearby now is a comfort?”

      “It’s reassuring.”

      “I don’t understand.” His eyes searched hers. “What happened that was so bad?”

      “DarkSkull is a lot more than just a school. I wasn’t Lady Alyx Egalion there, I was just a lowly initiate,” she said, knowing she had to give him something. “There were times when I was in danger, when I could have died.”

      Cayr paled. “What?”

      “Those memories still give me nightmares, and the fear and horror comes back when I start to talk about it. I want to share with you, Cayr, and I will. I’m sorry to hold back so much, I know it’s not fair.”

      “I want to be here for you.”

      “You are.”

      “No, I’m not.” He sighed and stepped away from her. “I haven’t been since you got back.”

      “Cayr…”

      “Is it because I couldn’t convince my father not to send you?”

      “It wasn’t your fault. Truly it wasn’t. The year is passed, it’s over. I’m back to stay. I still love you. We can be enough for each other.” If she told herself that enough times, surely she’d believe it again. Surely it would be true again.

      “I love you too.”

      He kissed her then. She wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him closer. They’d kissed a few times since Alyx had returned, but this seemed different, deeper somehow. She shifted closer to him, not wanting the moment to ever end. This hadn’t changed, the warmth and pleasure that coursed through her at Cayr’s touch, the way it made her feel like she was the most precious thing in the world to him.

      Cayr’s hand found its way under her shirt and he caressed her stomach. She sighed, kissing a path down his jaw, then returning to his mouth. Cayr’s exploratory hand was moving higher when with a sudden bang, the front door opened. Alyx’s father stood there, looking grim.

      “Good evening, Lord Egalion,” Cayr said politely, turning slightly away from Alyx.

      “Prince Cayr,” Garan said tersely. “Goodnight.”

      Cayr took the hint. “Yes, goodnight sir. I’ll see you tomorrow, Alyx.”

      With that he was gone, striding back to the stables and his horse.

      “Inside, Alyx,” Garan said.

      Sensing her father was not in a mood to be trifled with, she went inside without a word, heading for his lit study.

      “What do you think you’re doing?”

      She turned as her father came in, shutting the door behind him and crossing to the fireplace to stoke the flames crackling inside.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’ve been back almost three weeks, and all you’ve done is cavort about with your friends having fun. Do you even know what you’re doing with that young man? He is the prince of Rionn, and I think it’s time you grew up and realised that.”

      “I’m not cavorting with Cayr,” she said indignantly. “He’s been my best friend since we were children. I’m going to marry him one day.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “He told me before I left that his father would approve a betrothal between us.”

      “Things have changed since then. You cannot count on something Cayr told you a year ago.” Garan held up a hand as Alyx went to interrupt. “You may have chosen not to return to DarkSkull Hall, and though I am glad about that, I will not have my only daughter do nothing with her life apart from engage in frivolity and fun.”

      “Papa, I don’t…”

      “You are seventeen years old and it is time you thought about what you are going to do with your life. Just because you are rich and have a powerful father does not mean I’ll allow you to waste it.”

      “I’ve only been home a short time,” Alyx said, losing her temper. “After the worst months of my life. My friends are leaving soon to go back there. Excuse me if I want to have a little fun before they go!”

      “They are not suitable friends for you.”

      Alyx felt rage explode inside her at her father’s words, unexpected and powerful. After everything they’d done for her in the past year, her father called them unsuitable.

      “Why?” Her voice was as cold as ice.

      “You know that as well as I do,” he said. “I’ve been hearing talk, it’s not seemly. You should be spending time with those of your own rank and standing.”

      “They are my friends. I will not stop spending time with them just because they aren’t rich snobs like you!” she shouted.

      “Don’t you dare take that tone with me, young lady!” he said coldly. “You know that’s not what I mean. Your friends are no less worthwhile than either of us, but they come from a different world, and you have very different futures.”

      “You have no idea, no conception of the past year of my life,” she yelled, unable to hold her temper.

      “You’re being dramatic,” he said. “You can’t keep throwing veiled references at me about how bad DarkSkull was and expect me to treat you like you’re fragile. If it was that horrible, then you need to tell me about what happened and allow me to help you.”

      “I shouldn’t need to tell you anything. You know all about what it’s like at DarkSkull,” she said, knowing she sounded petulant but unable to help it. The anger still roped through her, all the emotion she’d been denying since coming home bursting out of her. She felt heat in her forearms and glanced down. Her hands were glowing with her silver-green mage light, sparked by her anger.

      Her father saw the same thing, and something shifted in his eyes at the visible proof of her mage power.

      “Would you like to tell me what you mean by that?”

      “Only that my mother was a mage, and you’ve had experience of DarkSkull before. How could you not? You knew, and you sent me there anyway.”

      “Yes, I have been to DarkSkull before, and yes your mother told me some stories about her training there. I knew you would find it confronting and difficult, but you’ve been living in a bubble in Rionn, my girl, and you needed to learn that there was life outside this court!”

      Alyx stared at him, too angry to keep talking. It was an effort to restrain herself from exploding energy balls into the roof. Her father was staring at her hands as if transfixed.

      “Do I have a brother?”

      Her words rang through the room, clear and loud and bristling with anger. Her father took a step back as if physically struck, his breath expelling in a gasp.

      “Aly-girl, how...”

      The truth was written in his face and faltering voice. Alyx’s heart lurched in her chest, and her anger drained as rapidly as it had come. Clawing despair filled the void it left.

      “You’ve lied to me my whole life?” she whispered. “Why would you do that? And my mother... when did she really die, Papa?”

      Garan’s eyes turned dark with unnamed emotion as he regarded her. “When you were seven years old.”

      “I see.” Tears pricked her eyes and for a moment she couldn’t say anything further.

      “Alyx, talk to me. How did you learn about this?”

      She took a deep breath, forcing the words out. “The Lord of Widow Falls was at DarkSkull.”

      Confusion flitted across his face. “And he told you that you have a brother?”

      “The Lord of Widow Falls… his name is Ladan.”

      Her father sucked in a breath and tears glittered in his eyes. “You met him?”

      “Yes,” she said. “He didn’t tell me who he was for a long time, but he was so protective of me, right from the beginning. He is stiff and cold and hard. He has no people skills, but he’s a fine warrior and he’s loyal.”

      “You got to know him?”

      “As much as he would allow,” she said. “He doesn’t let people get close.”

      “I see.” Her father’s words were calm, but intense emotion flickered in his eyes.

      “He told me that my mother didn’t die; instead she left with him, to separate us, to keep us safe.” She swallowed. “How could you keep that from me?”

      A long silence fell. Alyx had exhausted her store of emotional strength, and simply could not push any further.

      “You were five,” Garan said. “And Ladan nine. Word came, several reports, from the Mage Council. Mages were being killed, hunted down, the powerful ones.”

      “So you did know about the missing mages when you sent me there,” she whispered. Each word he spoke was compounding her sense of betrayal.

      “I loved your mother, and I loved you and Ladan. We didn’t know what was best to keep you safe. We thought if we separated you, if your mother took Ladan into hiding, at least one of you might survive if…”

      “Survive what? I don’t understand. Ladan said you were a Taliath. Why did you never tell me?” Alyx felt tears welling in her eyes, and the questions burst out of her like a flood.

      “I gave up being a Taliath when I came here to be senior advisor to my best friend,” Garan said. “Your mother was never truly happy with me, even though I loved her. She was a good person. She stayed true to me, even when… even when I wasn’t enough for her.”

      “The Lord of Widow Falls? How did that….?”

      Emotion contorted his face. “I thought separating you and Ladan would help protect you, but I… I never heard from her again. I didn’t know where she went, where Ladan was. Then I heard she’d died, but no word on your brother. I looked everywhere for him, Alyx. I tried so hard.”

      “You could have told me this last year, when you sent me to DarkSkull.” Her voice cracked. “It would have made things different.”

      “I was trying to keep you safe by not telling you. The fewer people who knew about your lineage the better.” Garan leaned forward to take her hands. “Nobody can know what I am. I left all that behind me for your safety, and that of Rionn.”

      “That’s not good enough.” Alyx summoned the strength to remove her hands from his and step away. “I’m seventeen years old. I could have handled the truth. You kept from me that I have a brother, a brother who loves me. Even worse, you kept me from him.”

      “Alyx, I—

      “Was my mother one of the missing mages, or did something else happen to her?”

      “I don’t know,” he said helplessly.

      She stared at him another moment, but it was clear he had nothing more to give. He looked older than she’d ever seen him, old and tired. “I’m going to bed.”

      Alyx went up to her room and closed the door before leaning a hand on it for support. Her chest felt tight, too tight, and she took several deep breaths to try and calm herself.

      Her father, the one she’d adored her whole life, the centre of her world, had lied to her. About who she was, about everything.

      It was like he’d suddenly become a stranger to her. Who was he?

      Who was she?
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      Astor was awake and answered the mansion door himself despite the early hour when Alyx knocked.

      “You knew about my parents,” she said without preamble.

      Astor nodded slowly. “Come in, child. Share breakfast with me. It’s no good to be upset on an empty stomach.”

      Alyx’s godfather waited until a maid served them steaming tea and porridge in his parlour before speaking again.

      “You’ve spoken to your father? Be honest with me.”

      “We fought last night. He told me everything after I told him I met a young man at DarkSkull named Ladan.” The bitterness was clear in her voice, but Astor merely nodded.

      “I see. I knew about your mother, what she was. I was her master when she studied at DarkSkull.”

      “You were?” Alyx’s eyes widened.

      “Yes, and before you blame me for hiding this truth from you, it was your parents’ choice to tell you or not. I had no right.”

      “I don’t believe any of this.” Alyx sank into a chair.

      “She was powerful, your mother. There was little in the way of mage power I could teach her. She was a good student, though, focused and happy to learn.” Astor looked at her. “She loved you very much.”

      “She left me.”

      “As your father left Ladan. For your protection.”

      “Because he wasn’t enough for her.”

      “Ah.” Astor sat back. “Yes, your mother, despite how good a person she was, found it hard to connect with people. But the reason she stayed with your father so long was because she liked and respected him, and because of how much she loved her children. She didn’t leave until it became clear that her leaving would protect one or the both of you.”

      “Why didn’t he tell me?”

      “Your father loves you more than anything else in the world. His priority is always your safety. He felt he was protecting you by keeping these secrets.”

      “Right. And if Lord-Mage Casovar had never come to Rionn, I would have gone my whole life not knowing I had a brother,” Alyx said bitterly.

      Astor sighed. “He didn’t make the decision lightly, Alyx.”

      “Do you know what happened to my mother?”

      “No child, I don’t. I’m sorry.”

      Alyx’s thoughts wandered—they were such a scrambled mess she could barely make head or tail of anything. Eventually her glance fell on Astor’s mage staff, resting on a pile of books. “Astor, why did you become a mage? Why go through the hell that is DarkSkull Hall?”

      “It’s simple really.” He smiled at her. “I wanted the power.”

      She nodded slowly and stood. “I have no interest in that kind of power.”

      “Maybe not now.” He murmured, his gaze turning inward. “But all of us do eventually.”

      

      Cayr decided three days before the ball that they would drag Dashan from his quarters at the barracks to spend the night with them. It had been another hot day, and the plan for the evening was to go swimming down in the king’s private cove.

      Alyx rolled her eyes at Cayr’s insistence on including Dashan, but held her tongue. She could tell that Cayr had been feeling his friend’s absence, and she herself had only seen him the once since returning from DarkSkull.

      The ceremonial guards posted at the entrance saluted Cayr sharply, and gave Tarrick a nod of welcome. Alyx couldn’t remember the last time she’d been in the Blue Guard barracks; it had been years ago, possibly when Dashan first joined and finished his basic training.

      “Commander?” Cayr halted a passing officer, correctly reading the stripes on the arm of his jacket.

      “Your Highness?” The officer saluted sharply on recognizing Cayr.

      “I’m looking for Dash, have you seen him?”

      “I believe Lieutenant Caverlock is down in the mess, Your Highness.”

      “Thank you, Commander.”

      Tarrick led them back downstairs and across a drill yard to the mess. He seemed to know his way around, and not a few passing Bluecoats called out a friendly greeting. They paused at the entrance to the mess, allowing their eyes to adjust to the dimmer interior. The sun was just going down over the compound walls.

      It was well past dinnertime and the mess was relatively empty, aside from a large group of off-duty soldiers playing cards around a large table in the far corner. Judging by the raucous laughter and the empty jugs of ale on the table, the players were well on their way to being drunk.

      Knowing if he simply walked up to the table his appearance would likely ruin the fun of those playing, Cayr hovered by the door until he caught Dashan’s attention. Once Dashan finally saw them, Cayr smiled and waved him over.

      Dashan rose unsteadily to his feet and came towards them.

      “I’m going to wait outside,” Alyx said after one look at Dashan, turning and walking back out into the fresh evening air. As the sun set, the air had cooled nicely.

      Taking her lead, Tarrick and the twins followed. They could hear voices just inside the door and then Dashan and Cayr followed them outside. Dashan stumbled, leaning on the doorpost for support.

      “Swimming might actually be good for you right now,” Cayr was saying. “The cold water might help.”

      “Might help with what?” Though he was clearly drunk, Dashan’s words were surprisingly clear.

      “You’re drunk, Dash.”

      “Yes, that’s right, I am.”

      Alyx turned to Dawn, knowing from experience how this was about to unfold and wanting to protect their friends from seeing it. “I think you three should go and wait outside the barracks.”

      Dawn looked between them. “You’ve dealt with this before.”

      “Please go.”

      Alyx waited until Tarrick and the twins left, then walked over to where Dashan and Cayr stood. Inwardly, she sighed. This was the last thing she wanted to deal with.

      “Hello, Dash.”

      “Lady Egalion.” He beamed at her. “Fancy a game of cards?”

      “We’re going swimming actually,” she said. “Cayr, let’s just leave him here.”

      “No. Dashan, please, come swimming with us.”

      “I think I’d rather not.”

      “Come on, this isn’t good for you.”

      “And who are you to judge what’s good for me?” Dashan asked, shrugging off Cayr’s hand on his arm.

      “Cayr’s your friend,” Alyx said softly.

      Dashan turned to her, and the intensity of pain in his eyes was so strong she almost took a step back. The flash of emotion was gone so fast she thought she must have imagined it.

      “You finally came to visit, Alyx,” he mumbled. “Or are you only here because Cayr is?”

      “It’s not like you’ve gone out of your way to come and visit me, either,” she told him, still unsettled by what she’d seen in his eyes.

      He laughed, stumbled again. “Of course, it’s me who has to come see you. It’s not like you actually want to see me enough to make an effort, right?”

      Alyx rubbed a hand over her eyes. He was right, of course. Once again she’d been so caught up in herself she hadn’t bothered to check on him. Her mood darkened.

      “Dash, come on. Alyx is your friend. You know that,” Cayr said.

      “Yes, I suppose she is. Tonight, though, I want to play cards. Good bye, Cayr, Alyx.”

      With that, Dashan turned and made his way back inside. Alyx stared after him, then turned to Cayr.

      “When are you going to tell me what’s going on?”

      Cayr turned and began walking across the drill yard to the entrance. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Something is wrong with him, even I can see that.” She pulled on his arm to make him stop. “Something is wrong with you, too. I’ve known since I got back, and I should have pushed harder before, but I am now. What is wrong?”

      “We’ve both seen Dash drunk before, it’s nothing new.”

      “I’ve barely seen him since I got back. You used to spend most of your time together. Did you fight?”

      “No, we didn’t fight.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      Alyx stared after him, stunned, as he continued walking towards the gates. It was the first time in their lives that Cayr had lied to her.

      

      “Is there anything I can help with?” Dawn asked softly.

      Alyx pulled her towel more closely around her as a cooler night breeze brushed over them. “You’ve no idea how much you’ve helped just by being here these last couple of weeks.”

      “I can tell you’re still processing what your father told you. Is it getting any better?”

      “The nightmares have stopped again, so maybe you were right about that.”

      “Do you know what you’re going to do?”

      Alyx shook her head. “I know I should talk to my father again, but what I really want is to go and see Ladan. I’m just not sure how to accomplish that.”

      “Surely your father would take you, if you asked?”

      “Probably. He hurt me so much, Dawn. I trusted him implicitly and I was so certain he could never lie to me like that. To find out he did... I just need some more time.”

      “I understand.” Dawn hesitated. “I don’t want to intrude, but is everything all right with Cayr and Dashan?”

      “Dash hasn’t had an easy life,” Alyx said. “And sometimes he finds it hard to deal with.”

      “So he drinks?”

      “Yes, but he rarely gets completely drunk. Oh, he likes to party, of course, and drinks when off-duty like any Bluecoat, but he’s never let it become a problem. On the rare occasion though, I think the pain he carries gets to be too much, and so he just tries to drown it. When he does, it’s…” Alyx hunched further into her towel. “He was fifteen when it happened the first time. I only remember one or two occasions after that incident, but tonight… I think he was heading there.”

      “You said he hasn’t had an easy life?”

      “That’s his story to tell. Dash is an intensely private man.”

      “I feel like something else is upsetting you.”

      “I think Cayr knows what’s wrong with Dash, and he won’t tell me.”

      “I’m sorry.” Dawn squeezed her hand. “If there’s anything I can do, just let me know.”

      Alyx smiled. “Thanks, Dawn.”

      

      As they strolled back towards the city later, Tarrick deliberately slowed his pace to drop back beside Alyx. She was so lost in her thoughts it took her a moment to realise he was there.

      “Tarrick.” She acknowledged him. “You look serious.”

      “It’s only a few days to the ball, and then we’re leaving the day after.”

      “I know that.” She looked at him curiously.

      “Have you thought about your responsibilities, Alyx?” he asked bluntly. “Mages are disappearing, and you are possibly the most powerful amongst us. How can you just turn your back on that?”

      Alyx was shocked by his words. “Tarrick, I’ve made it very clear I’m not going back to DarkSkull. I never chose to be a mage, and I don’t want it.”

      “And I think you’re doing the wrong thing. Fully trained, you could stop it, Alyx.”

      “No, I couldn’t.” It was ridiculous to think she could, surely? And even if he was right, she had the right to choose her own life. She’d had enough of others deciding what was best for her.

      A heavy silence fell, to be broken by Tarrick.

      “I’m coming back here with the twins after my next year, no matter what you say. Maybe one day I’ll convince you.”

      “Tarrick, I...”

      But he was gone, striding on ahead to join the twins.

      

      Dawn came over to the Egalion estate the day of the ball and she and Alyx began readying themselves together.

      Alyx sighed. “I can’t believe you have to leave tomorrow.”

      “I want to be a mage, but I’ll admit to being terrified. Galien will still be there, you know?” Dawn looked away. “And what if DarkSkull is attacked again? I never felt safe in that world, and I know it’s going to be the same again.”

      “Tarrick’s fighting skills are getting better every day, and his powers are strong. He will be able to protect you,” Alyx said as reassuringly as she could. “There’s also the fact that if you don’t survive and return home in a year I’ll never speak to you again.”

      “Ha! By then you’ll be married to Cayr and living in bliss, having forgotten all about us.”

      “Dawn…” Alyx hesitated. “You realise that the ball tonight won’t be…” She struggled to find a diplomatic word.

      “We won’t be welcomed with open arms?” Dawn smiled. “I’m not silly, Alyx. However, I know that you and Cayr want us there. Finn and I can ignore everything else, and Tarrick is used to a court environment.”

      “Okay.” Alyx smiled.

      “Did you talk to Cayr about what’s been bothering him?” Dawn asked as a servant dressed their hair.

      “Not really.” Alyx sighed. “Every time I try, he tells me nothing’s wrong. He’s never lied to me before, so then I feel like I’m just imagining things. Then I remember I used to be confident my father would never lie, so it’s all a confusing mess.”

      “Well, you changed in the past year, and Cayr probably has too. Maybe he’s just afraid you won’t like the changes.”

      “I’ll talk to him after the ball, make him tell me what’s going on,” Alyx said determinedly. “We can’t be together if he is going to hide things from me.”

      

      By nightfall, both girls were dressed in their ball gowns, Dawn in a pale blue that set off her lovely eyes and raven hair, and Alyx in deep violet. Both girls’ hair hung down their backs in shimmering waves, brushed to silkiness.

      Garan Egalion was in the front foyer as they came down the stairs, speaking to their carriage driver for the evening.

      “You both look beautiful,” he said appreciatively as they came down. To his credit, he gave no sign that he disapproved of Dawn’s presence. “I’m a very lucky man to be escorting two such lovely young women to the ball.”

      “Thanks, Papa.” Alyx recognised his peace offering and tried to reciprocate. “You look very handsome too.”

      “Miss A’ndreas, it’s a pleasure to have you with us this evening.” Garan bowed elegantly over her hand before kissing it lightly.

      Dawn smiled politely. “Thank you, Lord Egalion.”

      “Are you ready to go, ladies?” Garan pulled on a pair of velvet gloves.

      “Yes.” Alyx squeezed Dawn’s hand in excitement. “Let’s go.”

      “Miss A’ndreas, I believe Prince Cayr has organised for the palace steward to escort you and your brother, and your friend this evening,” Garan said. “Alyx and I will need to be formally introduced into the ball.”

      Dawn already knew this from Alyx. “Thank you, Lord Egalion.”

      As if summoned by Garan’s words, the palace carriage arrived, with Finn and Tarrick already inside. Dawn gave Alyx a quick smile, then climbed up to sit beside her brother.

      “See you there,” Alyx promised, then closed the door with a wave as the carriage lurched into motion.

      “We’d best go, Alyx,” her father called her.

      “Coming.” She watched the departing carriage for a moment, then walked over to join her father in their family carriage.
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      Lord Garan Egalion and his daughter, Lady Alyx Egalion, were announced by a loud-voiced herald and a single melodic trumpet blast. As they descended into the massive-but-crowded ballroom, Alyx’s father was immediately drawn away by a series of other lords needing a moment of his time. She scanned the room, her gaze lingering on some of the beautiful dresses and the bright lights coming from the hundreds of mini-chandeliers hanging from the roof. Eventually she spotted Dawn, Finn and Tarrick coming through a side entrance. Seconds later, she was swamped by Mira, Lissa and several other girls.

      “Alyx, I can’t believe how long it’s been since you came to see us!” Mira gushed at her.

      “You’ve ignored all our invitations.” Lissa pouted.

      “I’ve been tired,” Alyx said weakly, feeling uncomfortable at their fawning attention. In the past, she’d accepted their attention as her due, but now she found it vaguely ridiculous, especially with Dawn approaching and seeing all of it.

      “You’re feeling better now, I hope?” Mira asked. “There’s a picnic tomorrow at the beach.”

      “That sounds lovely.” Alyx smiled. “Everyone, this is Dawn A’ndreas.”

      “Hello, Dawn,” Lissa said politely.

      “You’ll come and sit with us?” Mira moved forward to take Alyx’s arm.

      “I’m going to show Dawn around first. She’s never been inside the palace ballroom before. How about I come and sit with you all a bit later?”

      Alyx grabbed Dawn’s arm and fled. Seeing Dawn’s grin, she rolled her eyes. “Not a word, do you hear me?”

      “Those are your friends?”

      “How would you like to go home now and miss the rest of the ball?” Alyx scowled. “I can have you kicked out, you know.”

      “They seemed like such lovely people.” Dawn worked hard to suppress her amusement.

      By weaving their way through the crowd to the head of the ballroom, they found Cayr, along with Finn and Tarrick. All three were dressed formally, Tarrick looking exotic in a dark formal tunic and breeches. Cayr seemed to be keeping his promise to stick by the boys and shield them from comment. Together they found their table.

      “I’ll get us drinks.” Cayr left, making his way towards the bar.

      “This is an amazing place, Alyx,” Dawn exclaimed, eyes wide.

      “I’d imagined it in my head, but I’ve never seen anything like this splendour before,” Finn agreed.

      “You should see the Zandian Emperor’s court,” Tarrick said. “This splendour is a daily event, or so my brothers say.”

      “Hello, Lady Egalion.” A sugary sweet voice interrupted them, causing them all to look up.

      “Jenna,” Alyx said with trained politeness. “Can we help you?”

      “The other tables seem full, I was wondering if you minded me joining you?”

      “Not at all!” Finn and Tarrick stood at the same time, almost falling over themselves at being faced with the girl’s blonde beauty. “Please have a seat, Lady Casovar.”

      Just like that, and both boys’ attention was firmly on the stunningly dressed Jenna. Dawn shot Alyx a look of sympathy, but was far too out of her depth to be able to refuse Jenna’s request.

      While Alyx and Dawn waited for Cayr to return with some drinks, the gaggle of young women that had accosted Alyx earlier reappeared. This time, however, their attention was fixed on Lady Jenna Casovar.

      “Jenna, we saved you a seat on our table,” Karina protested. Alyx did not miss the way the girls cast disdainful glances towards her friends.

      “We’re over there.” Lissa pointed. “Alyx, you too. You said you’d sit with us.”

      Alyx went to reply, secure in the knowledge it was her presence at the table that was most important, but Jenna spoke over her. Alyx stared in astonishment at the girl’s rudeness.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t notice.” Jenna smiled. “Prince Cayr has invited me to sit at his table.”

      “Excuse me?” Alyx spluttered, but her words weren’t noticed by the gaggle.

      The girls tittered excitedly. “You’re so lucky. Maybe he’ll kiss you again like at the spring ball. Everyone knows your father has been pushing the king for a betrothal between you.”

      Alyx’s chest tightened as if a vice had clamped over it, and she stared wordlessly between Leila and Jenna. He wouldn’t have...no, he wouldn’t do that to her. Leila was lying, she had to be.

      “I can’t believe it took you so long to tell us about that.” Lissa giggled.

      “Well, Prince Cayr did ask me to be discreet.” Jenna smiled knowingly.

      “Excuse me?” Alyx found her voice and stood abruptly, silencing them all.

      Jenna turned towards Alyx, a sweetly triumphant gleam in her baby blue eyes. Her glance shifted slightly to behind Alyx, and the triumphant gleam turned to one of polite warmth. Alyx spun and saw Cayr standing there, drinks in hand. It was clear he’d heard the last exchange. His expression was a mixture of guilt and shock, telling Alyx instantly that Jenna had been telling the truth.

      Tarrick rose to his feet in the silence that ensued. “Lady Casovar, you need to find another table. Now.”

      His voice was polite but unyielding. Jenna opened her mouth, but at the hard look on his face, walked away. The other young women followed her.

      Alyx only barely heard this exchange. Her gaze was still focused on Cayr.

      “We need to talk,” she told him, striding off through the crowd, cursing the heels that slowed her down when what she really wanted to do was run.

      She found her way to the edge of the ballroom and headed up a set of spiralling stairs to the next level, which formed a balcony around the ground floor. Once there, she made directly for Cayr’s rooms.

      They were dim as she stalked in, lit only by a couple of wall lamps. The curtains over his open windows were blowing in a slight breeze. Cayr entered the room behind her and Alyx spun to face him.

      “Did you kiss her?”

      “Alyx, I…”

      “Did you kiss her?” Alyx demanded furiously.

      He stared at her a long moment. “Yes, I did.”

      Alyx’s heart dropped into her stomach, and she turned and leaned a hand against the wall. “That’s wonderful.”

      “It meant nothing. She’d been pursuing me for months, we were at the ball, and it just happened.”

      “How could you?”

      “It meant nothing.” He came over, placing a hand on her shoulder and forcing her to turn and face him.

      “I don’t care that it meant nothing, I only care that it happened! How could you feel so little for me that you were able to kiss another girl?”

      “Alyx, I love you.”

      “You have some way of showing it! I spent the past year pining for you, Cayr. I had no idea you were off kissing other girls. Did you get bored while I was gone?”

      “It’s not like that,” he said softly. “I love you, I want you. It never happened again after that one time.”

      “Oh of course, how could I forget? When I was bored at DarkSkull, I kissed Tarrick and Finn, just for fun. It didn’t mean anything, because I love you,” she said with withering sarcasm. “Oh wait, I forgot Dashan, him too.”

      Cayr laughed. “You wouldn’t kiss Dash if your life depended on it.”

      “You think this is funny?” she shouted.

      He took a step back, hands raised as if to ward off her anger. “Of course not.”

      “Everything has changed,” she said, almost to herself. “My father, and now you too. Both of you keeping secrets and telling lies. I don’t know what the truth is anymore.”

      “Alyx, please. I’m sorry. Can’t we just forget about this?”

      Fury roared through her. “You may not have realised this yet, but I am not the same Alyx who went away last year. I am not the Alyx who is just going to be fine with this. I am stronger than that.”

      He took a step back, eyes widening in shock. A tense silence fell. Alyx closed her eyes, trying to summon her thoughts into some sort of order and calm the emotion raging in her chest. She wanted to hit him and burst into tears all at once, and fought not to do either.

      “Your father isn’t going to approve a betrothal between us any longer, is he?” she said wearily. “That’s what you’ve been keeping from me, why you’ve been acting strangely? He wants you to marry Jenna.”

      “That won’t happen, I promise you.”

      “I’m right, aren’t I?”

      Cayr ran a frustrated hand through his blonde hair. “A year ago Father told me that if we waited a few years, he would likely approve us marrying. But that was before the attack on your convoy and the Shiven making more inroads than ever into the disputed territory. Lord-Mage Casovar is our strongest protection, and he is pushing my father to betroth me to Jenna.”

      “Leave me alone.”

      “Alyx…”

      “Please, just leave me alone.”

      Cayr nodded and turned to leave. As he did so, a violent shudder rocked the palace, causing Alyx to fall hard into the wall she was leaning on. The shuddering was followed by the sound of an explosion.

      “Are you all right?” Cayr shouted at her across the room.

      Alyx started nodding a reply, then rocked on her feet again as she felt Dawn’s magic rampage into her head. She caught the impression of smoke and fire, and people screaming in the ballroom.

      “Get out,” Alyx tried to send back, but she was so frantic she didn’t know if it was working. Trying to calm her mind, she visualized for Dawn the path to reach Cayr’s rooms. “Come!”

      Blinking and trying to force Dawn’s urgency out of her head, she looked up at Cayr. “I need to borrow some of your clothes.”

      “What?” He looked at her in incomprehension. “Alyx, what’s going on?”

      “I think the palace is under attack,” she said as she ran into his bedroom and stripped off her ball gown. “Are you armed?”

      “No,” he called back. “You?”

      Alyx scanned the darkened interior of Cayr’s room, sighing in relief at the sight of her staff leaning against his wall. She’d brought it over to show him weeks earlier and had left it behind deliberately, wanting no reminders of DarkSkull at home. After rummaging through Cayr’s closet, she pulled on breeches and a tunic, then grabbed her staff and ran back towards the door. By then she could hear Dawn announce their approach in her mind.

      Alyx pulled open Cayr’s door and saw Tarrick and the twins running down the hall towards them.

      “Get in and borrow something to wear, quickly.” Alyx pointed Dawn to the bedroom. “Tarrick, what’s going on?”

      “Attack on the palace, Shiven I think. Mages too,” he said quickly, sounding calm and competent. “The Blue Guard looked overwhelmed.”

      “My father?” Cayr demanded.

      “Sorry, I didn’t see. Dawn spoke to Alyx and we left straight away.”

      Cayr started questioning him further, but Alyx turned and ran to the bedroom where Dawn was hastily undressing.

      “Do you think you know Dash well enough to enter his mind?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Get a message to him that the palace is under attack and that we need every Bluecoat he can muster. Let’s hope he’s at the barracks where he’s supposed to be and can raise the alarm.”

      Dawn pulled on breeches and shirt, then sat on the bed and concentrated for a few long moments. Eventually, her eyes snapped open.

      “I can’t reach him. Something is in the way.”

      “Damn,” Alyx muttered, thinking furiously. “What about Casta?”

      “I know him even less than Dashan.”

      “Try,” Alyx urged her.

      Dawn closed her eyes, again concentrating, this time for a painfully long while. Alyx could hear the faint sounds of fighting from below and Cayr was pacing anxiously in front of Tarrick and Finn. A moment later, Dawn’s eyes flew open.

      “I think I got to him!”

      “Thank goodness,” Alyx said in relief. “Now, let’s go.”

      “I’m going to make sure my father is okay,” Cayr said as soon as the girls reappeared from the bedroom.

      “We’ll come with you,” Alyx said.

      “No. Barricade yourself in here where it’s safe.”

      Tarrick gave Cayr a contemptuous glance. “She’s a mage, while you’re just a pretty princeling. Maybe you should barricade yourself in here and stay safe.”

      Cayr gaped at Tarrick, utterly floored both by Tarrick’s icy tone and their desire to leave the safety of his room. Alyx wondered herself why she wasn’t frozen with terror.

      “I don’t have my staff,” Dawn said.

      “Here.” Finn reached towards the fireplace and pulled two steel pokers out of the rack, tossing one to Dawn. He looked pale but composed.

      “Cayr, you should stay here and let us go to check on your father,” Alyx said. “You need to stay safe.”

      “No,” he said firmly, reaching to yank his own poker from the rack. “I’m going to see if my father and my friends are all right, and help them if I can.”

      “I’ll go first,” Tarrick said. He flicked his hands and a pearly glow appeared in a shimmer around his hands and forearms. “Dawn, stick close behind me and let me know if you hear someone coming.”

      “I have good hearing,” Cayr volunteered.

      “Dawn can hear the thoughts of people at a greater distance than your ears can,” Tarrick said. “We’ll make for the ballroom first. Stick close.”

      Alyx gripped her staff tightly, following Tarrick and Dawn out the door. Adrenalin seemed to have triggered Alyx’s magic, and this close to the telepath, she was absorbing her power, hearing the thoughts of those nearby flickering in and out. Tarrick was resolute and unafraid, Dawn nervous, Cayr feeling like he was in the middle of a horrible dream. Finn bought up the rear, his excitement tinged with fear. Alyx wasn’t sure how she felt; she just knew that the palace was under attack and the king, and her father, were in grave danger.

      They ran as silently as they could along the landing, emerging onto the first floor balcony over the ballroom. Tarrick led them to the top of a staircase. Both Dawn and Alyx called a warning at the same instant as they heard a cold whisper of thoughts in their minds.

      A group of darkly dressed warriors, swords drawn, were making their way up the stairs towards them. Alyx could tell instantly from their grace and features they were Shiven. Tarrick didn’t hesitate. He raised his right arm and tossed a ball of mage power straight towards them.

      Alyx put her hands over her ears as the concussive boom rang out, squeezing her chest in a vice before vanishing as quickly as it had come. The group of Shiven flew in all directions, dead or badly wounded. Cayr stumbled as the shockwave hit him; the only one of them not accustomed to Tarrick’s power.

      “What did you do?” He stared at Tarrick in consternation.

      “It’s his mage power,” Alyx explained tersely. “There’s no time to explain. Just go with it.”

      The way now clear, they ran down into the ballroom proper. Most of the lights were out and the space was a mass of dark shadows. Again, Tarrick raised an arm and sent a ball of light soaring towards the ceiling. This one didn’t explode, but simply hung there, lighting the ballroom in an eerie silver glow.

      Bodies littered the floor, mainly Bluecoats and a lesser number of Shiven dressed all in black. A great hole had been ripped in the southern wall, the source of the explosion Alyx and Cayr had felt upstairs. The sounds of fighting came from beyond the ballroom somewhere in the direction of the eastern wing.

      “The Blue Guard has a contingency plan for this,” Cayr said tightly. “To evacuate my father and I out through the east wing to the gardens. There’s an exit there that leads right to a dock, and a boat always crewed and ready to sail.”

      “My father will be with the king,” Alyx said.

      Tarrick looked at her and nodded. “We go east then. Prince Cayr, it will be best if you lead as you know the route.”

      Cayr nodded and headed off at a run for the other side of the ballroom. In her head, Alyx was praying that Dashan knew of the escape route and was bringing more of the Blue Guard to help. Cayr hit the exit hall at a run, not seeing the Shiven hiding in the shadows. Metal glinted as his sword swiped for Cayr’s neck.

      Cayr jerked sideways, barely avoiding the blade. Alyx, a step behind, swept out with her staff as she’d been taught, slamming it into the attacker’s head as he initiated another swing at Cayr. Cayr glanced at her in shock as the body crumpled to the ground, but Tarrick shouted for them to keep running.

      They sprinted down the dark hall. Cayr took two lefts and a right, then halted, pointing down towards the end of the corridor they were in.

      “That door leads out onto stone steps that take you into the garden. From there, it’s a quarter mile to the eastern palace wall and the exit gate.”

      “Right. Let’s go.” Tarrick took the lead again. This time he sent a concussion ball flying ahead of him, smashing through the windowed door and killing the Shiven standing guard just beyond it. As the ball exploded, adrenalin rushed through Alyx and her hands sparked white hot. Tarrick’s use of his power was triggering her own warrior magic.

      Tarrick shouldered through the remains of the door and they paused briefly on the top step. A pitched battle was going on in the gardens below them. Cayr’s father, along with Garan Egalion and two other lords, were being protected by a thin line of surviving Blue Guard. Black-clad Shiven were closing in on them in a semicircle, far outnumbering the king’s protectors.

      “Mages!” Finn shouted.

      Alyx swung to where he was pointing and saw three robed figures standing apart from the Shiven warriors. Both the king and Alyx’s father had swords drawn, but were being forced back against the trunk of a large tree by the line of Blue Guard in front of them. As Alyx watched, one of the robed figures sent fire lancing at one of the Bluecoats. With a scream the soldier dropped to the ground, flame licking over his body. More Bluecoats desperately tried to cover the gap but a group of Shiven warriors moved to cut them off, others aiming straight for Garan and the king. Fear for her father filled Alyx—no matter how angry she was, she loved him more than anything. If he died...forcing that thought aside, Alyx told herself to focus on how she could help.

      “One of them is a telepath,” Dawn said. “He’s trying to distract the Bluecoats, make them easier to fight.”

      “Father!” Cayr cried out, running down the steps. Tarrick swore and ran after him.

      The white-hot sensation seared through Alyx’s forearms again. She looked down and saw the green pearlescent shimmer surrounding her hands.  Magic roped through her, hot and powerful.

      Dropping her staff, Alyx ran over to the railing, both arms raised. With a grunt of effort, she allowed the magic to explode out of her. An energy ball burst from her left and right hands, straight towards the three mages.

      Bright green-white light flashed across the garden and the concussion blasts exploded with enormous energy, far more than Tarrick’s had. For a moment everything was too bright to see and Alyx was thrown backwards from the railing by the force of the blasts. She landed heavily, ears ringing.

      When she scrambled to her feet, the three robed figures were down, motionless. She looked for her father—he was trying to stay in front of the king, protecting him with his body. Worry flared again, especially as the Shiven warriors pressed harder against the Bluecoat line. Below, Tarrick and Finn were trying to protect Cayr as he ran for his father, laying about with the steel poker.

      “Take them from the right flank, the mages are dead,” Alyx sent to both Tarrick and Finn. Her telepathic talent was surging as strongly as her other power, and her message reached them clearly.

      She saw them jerk as her words blasted into their heads, but Tarrick instantly saw what she meant and steered Cayr towards the right flank she’d just attacked.

      Alyx glanced down and saw that her hands and forearms still glowed strongly. Not allowing herself to stop and think, she harnessed the power flowing through her and loosed another two energy bolts at the attackers closest to her father and the king.

      They exploded with as much force as the first had, tearing into the Shiven. Tarrick, Finn and Cayr were forced backwards, dropping to their knees as the concussive wave swept over them. When the bright flash of light faded, it was clear the Shiven line was decimated.

      Alyx took a step towards her fallen staff, stumbling and then almost collapsing as sudden weakness flooded her. Dawn grabbed her arm.

      “Are you all right?”

      Alyx nodded, panting. “Yes. Just a little… tired.”

      “I’m going to help Finn. I can distract the Shiven like those mages were doing,” Dawn shouted, hefting her poker and running down the steps.

      Alyx dragged herself to her feet and followed. The Shiven were still pressing their attack on the dwindling Blue Guard, but both the king and her father were still alive.

      She ran across the garden behind Dawn, making for where Tarrick and Cayr were battling the right flank of Shiven. Finn had dropped beside one of the Bluecoats who’d taken a sword thrust to his leg, trying to use his power to get him back on his feet.

      The two girls were halfway across the garden when the sound of trumpets and shouts blasted through the sound of fighting. Horses galloped towards them from the north end of the garden, all carrying armed and fierce-looking Bluecoats.

      Dashan rode in the lead, sword drawn. He leaned down from the saddle, cut down the first Shiven he came to, then another. Clear for a second, he reined his horse in and barked an order as Bluecoats streamed around him.

      Four Bluecoats forced their horses through the semi-circle of attacking Shiven towards the king. One leaned down out of the saddle to grab the king’s wrist and haul him up. In under ten seconds, all four were riding at full gallop towards the eastern gate, the king safely with them.

      Dashan called another order and four more Blue Guards converged on Cayr, breaking through the Shiven around him and carrying him off to safety. Dashan shouted again and the remaining Bluecoats set about killing the Shiven. Dashan turned his horse and rode for Alyx and Dawn, dismounting mid-stride. The sword in his right hand dripped blood.

      “You’re all okay?” he spoke directly to Alyx.

      “We’re fine,” Alyx said. “Nice timing.”

      “If Dawn hadn’t been able to let Casta know what was happening…” Dashan didn’t finish the sentence.

      “I think we’ve got them now,” Tarrick said, running up.

      “Stay with Alyx for me?” Dashan looked at Tarrick, waited for his nod, then re-mounted and rode towards the fighting.

      The Shiven warriors, no matter how skilled they were on foot, were no match for trained cavalry. Dashan’s unit of Blue Guard tore through them, killing them, and then chasing down those that tried to escape.

      Alyx, Tarrick and the twins watched from the top of the steps. During the fighting, she’d not realised how much danger they were putting themselves in. Her hands had gone back to normal temperature and the pearly glow had vanished. Her whole body trembled in exhaustion and her thoughts were slow, as if she could sleep for a week. The other three initiate mages looked the same way.

      Dashan rode up below them once the fighting was over. Blood spattered his jacket and white shirt but he looked whole and unharmed. Garan Egalion was a few strides behind, and he came up the steps to wrap Alyx in his arms. She hugged him back fiercely, all her anger at him fading in the sheer relief that he was whole and unharmed.

      “You all right, Aly-girl?”

      “I’m fine.” She nodded against his chest.

      “I’d suggest you send Alyx with the twins back to the A’ndreas home to spend the night. I don’t know if any more of these Shiven are inside the palace, Lord Egalion,” Dashan spoke. “I can send a unit to escort them. The king and Cayr won’t be brought back until we’ve ascertained it’s safe inside the palace.”

      “That sounds reasonable.” Garan nodded, leaning back. “You stay safe, Aly-girl. Don’t leave until I come to fetch you.”

      “Will you be all right?” she asked him.

      “I’ll be fine, but I need to stay here to lead the search.” He kissed her cheek. “I love you.”

      She watched her father go, then turned her eyes to Dashan. “Thanks, Dash.”

      He tipped his hat and rode off. The promised escort appeared minutes later, and they clambered up behind the Bluecoats as they set off for the city.

      By the time they reached the front of the A’ndreas residence, Alyx was half asleep, prevented from falling only by the arm of the soldier riding behind her. The twins’ parents came out worriedly, having heard the palace alarm bells ringing. At seeing that everybody was all right, they calmed and made up a room for Alyx. She thanked them briefly, then trudged upstairs and fell instantly asleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 36

          

        

      

    

    
      “Alyx?”

      She shifted under the warm covers, feeling sleep tugging her back under. Dawn’s voice came again and she reluctantly cracked open her eyelids.

      “What time is it?”

      “Just before sunrise.” Dawn sat on the bed beside Alyx. “Finn says you overextended yourself last night, and will sleep for a few days, but after that you’ll be fine. Your father sent a message to say he’s sending a carriage to take you home. Apparently the palace is safe now.”

      “Tired,” Alyx mumbled, trying to keep her eyes from closing.

      “Finn used his powers to wake you so I could say goodbye. We’re leaving in a few minutes.”

      That brought Alyx more fully awake, and she sat up a little, rubbing at her eyes. “You’re leaving now?”

      Dawn nodded. “I’m so sorry, but the ship we’re booked on is leaving with the dawn tide. After what happened last night with the attack, and with Cayr…”

      “It’s okay. You have to go,” Alyx said. “I’m going to miss you, though. A lot.”

      “You too,” Dawn said, tears in her eyes. “Promise you’ll write to me? I’m not sure if apprentices are allowed letters, but if they are, I want lots of them.”

      “Only if you write back.” Alyx mustered a smile.

      “It’s a deal. Finn and Tarrick said to say goodbye. Finn didn’t want too many people in here bothering you. They say they’ll miss you, and Tarrick ordered you to stay safe until he returns to protect you.”

      “You stay safe too, especially with Galien around,” Alyx mumbled. “And don’t trust Romas. And be careful. I don’t want any of you becoming one of the missing mages.”

      “We’ll do our best to avoid that.” She chuckled.

      “All right then.”

      “Lord-Mage Casovar was here asking questions just now. Finn told him Tarrick was the one to destroy the Shiven attack on the king. In all the fighting, I don’t think anybody saw what you did, not even Prince Cayr.”

      “Okay,” Alyx said, her mind still muddled with sleep.

      “Tarrick thought it best nobody finds out about you being a mage of the higher order.”

      Alyx yawned widely. “Probably a good idea.”

      “Tarrick’s very impressed with you, by the way. You killed three mages.”

      She would be upset about that, Alyx thought groggily, if she were awake enough to think about it. “Mm-hmm.”

      Dawn nodded, then leaned forward and hugged her tightly. “Goodbye, Alyx Egalion.”

      “Bye Dawn.”

      Alyx was fast asleep before the door had even closed behind her friend.

      

      When Alyx finally awoke properly, it was to the sound of birds singing outside her bedroom window and the warmth of early morning sunlight filling the room. Her head was still a little groggy, but she no longer felt the irresistible pull of sleep tugging at her.

      Alyx glanced down at her hands. They looked completely normal now, but she could easily summon the memory of the burning heat of mage power that had surrounded them.

      She’d killed again. Her stomach lurched and she took deep breaths until the nausea faded. It wasn’t as bad this time, knowing she’d killed again—still awful, but not as distressing as it had been after the night at the tower. She hoped she wasn’t getting accustomed to it.

      Rising with a sigh, Alyx put on a robe and made her way down to the dining room. Her father was eating a bowl of porridge at the table, his eyes scanning papers arranged around his bowl. He looked up at her entrance and an expression of great relief crossed his face.

      “Aly-girl.”

      “I’m all right. You don’t need to look so worried.”

      “Are you hungry?”

      “Some of your porridge would be nice. How long have I been asleep?”

      “Three days.” Garan passed her an extra spoon, and she scooped up a mouthful from his bowl. “Lord-Mage Casovar came to check on you two days ago. I told him that you were upset and in shock from what happened, and needed rest.”

      “Thanks, Papa.”

      “Was I telling the truth?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Shock doesn’t cause someone to sleep for three days straight.”

      “I’m fine, truly. I was tired and upset, but I’m feeling better now.”

      “Okay.” He dropped the matter reluctantly.

      “Is the king safe? And Cayr?”

      Garan nodded. “The Blue Guard combed the palace and allowed them back in yesterday. The guard on the palace has been increased significantly and the army is on alert.”

      Alyx yawned and forced herself to eat another bite of porridge even though she wasn’t overly hungry.

      “It’s bad, isn’t it, what happened?” she asked. “Skirmishes in the disputed area are one thing, but this was a direct attack on the king of Rionn in his own home.”

      Her father opened his mouth to reply, but hesitated. “I was going to say that it was nothing for you to worry about, but I think I’ve lied to you enough. Yes, it’s bad.”

      Pleased that he wasn’t trying to brush her off again, Alyx was encouraged to ask another question. “What will the king do?”

      “We can’t afford war. Shivasa is too big and their army much stronger than ours. At the same time, we can’t do nothing or it will be seen as weakness, almost an invitation to invade. A solution needs to be found that asserts our strength without provoking war.”

      Alyx nodded. “That will be your job, I imagine. It’s what the Taliath did, isn’t it? Find diplomatic solutions to things?”

      “Yes, it was.” He hesitated again. “Your friends helped save my life, Aly-girl, and the king’s. Could you tell me something about what they did?”

      “Right.” She couldn’t hide the note of bitterness in her voice. “The friends I’ve been too busy cavorting about with.”

      “I’m sorry. I was worried about you, and as a result, I was too harsh.”

      “No, you were right,” she said. “About me wasting my time, that is. You were wrong to suggest that my friends are not good enough for me.”

      He smiled. “So tell me about what they did the other night?”

      Alyx thought for a second. “Tarrick can launch concussion balls, it’s pretty impressive. Dawn is a telepath, she can hear peoples’ thoughts and communicate mind-to-mind. Finn is a healer.”

      “What about you? When we argued before the ball, I saw your arms light up.” He gave her a wistful smile. “Your mother’s power was the same colour.”

      Alyx opened her mouth to respond with the truth, but after everything that had happened, she felt too uncertain to be honest.

      “I don’t have much of a talent really. DarkSkull isn’t missing out by me not going back.”

      “You know that your friends have left?” he asked gently.

      Alyx nodded. “Dawn woke me to say goodbye.”

      “You’re still angry at me.”

      Alyx studied his handsome face, the one thing that had always been a reassurance and comfort to her. “When I was at DarkSkull, all I wanted was to come home. I missed you so much, and Cayr too. But I came back to find out that the home I’d been carrying with me was all an illusion. I feel so... unsteady, Papa. There’s nothing solid for me to hold onto. I love you, but what you did makes me doubt.”

      “I had good reason for it, Aly-girl, and I hope in time you can trust that,” he said. “But I also understand how hard it must be for you. I spoke to the king yesterday. I’m going to be working here at home for the next couple of weeks. It means I will be here, if you want to talk.”

      “Thanks.”

      He returned to his breakfast. “I wasn’t trying to be cruel when I said I thought you were spending too much time with Tarrick and the twins. Will you tell me more about them?”

      “I guess the most important thing to tell you is that they saved my life, more than once.”

      Garan’s face darkened. “I’m not going to like hearing this story, am I?”

      “No, you’re not.” Alyx paused. “It wasn’t just them, either. Ladan was there for me. I had no idea why, but he tried so hard to keep me safe.”

      “He always was very protective of you.”

      “He was?” She looked up.

      Garan offered a smile that was equal parts sadness and joy. “You trailed around after him everywhere, but he never got annoyed, even though he was four years older. It was almost as painful watching the two of you being separated as it was parting from your mother.”

      “You loved her very much.” She could see it on his face.

      “I did.”

      Alyx hesitated. “She took my memories, didn’t she?”

      He sighed. “She thought you would be safer if you didn’t remember. I thought you would be happier if you didn’t remember her and Ladan. Then when I heard she’d died... what I’d told you became true, so I thought it safer left alone, especially when I was unable to find Ladan.”

      “You had no idea he was so close?”

      “I wish I had.”

      He meant it, Alyx could see it in his face. “I want to know what happened to her. I don’t know why, but it feels important to know.”

      Garan sighed. “Much like you, Aly-girl, I didn’t want knowledge. I just wanted to forget the pain.”

      Alyx reached out to touch his hand in acknowledgement of that. After a moment he spoke again. “We need to talk about Cayr, too.”

      Alyx looked down at her bowl. “I know. I’ve been a fool.”

      His hand came out to cover hers and squeeze gently. “I understand what it feels like to love someone.”

      She looked up at him, frowning slightly. “That’s just it. Maybe I don’t, yet.”

      “You will.” He smiled gently. “I know you will.”

      

      In the days that followed, Alyx experienced a strange, disjointed feeling that she couldn’t quite shake. She missed her friends from DarkSkull, feeling their absence more keenly than she’d ever imagined she would.

      Cayr called at the house daily but she refused to see him. She loved him, that wasn’t in doubt, but she needed to sort out how she felt about what he’d done before she could speak to him again. She knew, logically, that kissing another girl wasn’t an unforgivable offence, and she believed him when he’d told her it happened only the once. Still, her feelings couldn’t seem to forgive as easily as her mind did, and Alyx continued to wrestle with herself.

      A week after Tarrick and the twins’ departure, the nightmares returned. They were darker and more terrifying than ever, dragging her down a dark tunnel filled with horror. Each time, just as she was about to reach the end, she would either snap awake bathed in sweat, or segue into a memory dream of the warrior she’d killed dying in front of her.

      Her father noticed the change when she started looking tired and drawn, and asked her about it.

      “It’s just… memories, that’s all. Nightmares.”

      “You know I’m here if you want to talk about it?”

      “I know,” she whispered. “It’s just, I can’t quite put it into words.”

      Alyx wasn’t the only one looking increasingly tired. Her father’s shoulders sagged every time he thought Alyx wasn’t looking, and whenever he smiled at her, it didn’t quite reach his eyes. The aura of worry that had hung around him before she left for DarkSkull only deepened as the days passed.

      “Is Rionn in trouble, Papa?” she asked him bluntly one day.

      “Not yet, Aly-girl. Not yet.”

      

      On some days, she went riding alone on Tingo. This always helped relax her, the easy rhythm of his gallop along the sandy beach, or through the emerald green forest.

      As hard as she tried, Alyx no longer fit into her old life. A brief return to lessons at the palace had her screaming inwardly in irritation at the gaggle of young nobles fawning over either herself or Jenna. Watching Jenna’s simpering smiles and coy hair tosses led to Alyx leaving the room half way through the lesson, Luden gaping after her.

      What she’d once enjoyed, exclaiming over dresses and silks, now seemed tedious and unimportant. Even worse, she simply didn’t care whether Lissa’s pink dress clashed with the orange ribbons in her hair, no matter how much she wanted or tried to.

      She went looking for her father late one evening, and heard him in his study, speaking with two men.

      “We need to send more reinforcements north to the disputed area.” Alyx recognised Garan’s deep voice.

      “Lord-Mage Casovar says that is unnecessary, that we already have the men we need on the northern border.”

      “Lord Casovar is not a military general.” Her father’s voice was sharp.

      “Neither are you, Lord Egalion.” This was said politely, but firmly. “The king trusts Lord-Mage Casovar’s assessment, as do his generals.”

      “Come next spring, the Shiven could throw everything they have at us,” Garan said. “And we’re not going to be prepared for that.”

      “You’re suggesting there’s going to be full-scale invasion? Lord Egalion, there’s no precedent to suggest that…”

      “They just staged an attack on the palace!” Garan snapped. “As far as I’m concerned, that’s evidence enough to suggest we should be taking their threat more seriously. We should be requesting assistance from Zandia and Tregaya.”

      “Lord-Mage Casovar doesn’t think that’s necessary. The ambassador assured us the attack was unauthorised and conducted by a rogue element of—”

      “I’m starting to think your younger son has more brains than you do, Lord Caverlock,” Garan cut him off in disgust.

      Alyx’s head came up in surprise as she realised one of the men her father was talking to was Dashan’s father. She crept closer to the doorway, wanting to hear more.

      “Dashan is nothing but a wastrel, as you well know. I received another formal rebuke from his captain last week for behaviour unbecoming a soldier. Thank goodness my eldest is showing promise.”

      The two men shared a laugh and Alyx sensed the tension in the room lighten a touch. They chatted a little more, then footsteps alerted her to their departure. Deciding to speak to her father another time, Alyx disappeared back upstairs to her room.

      She stopped dead just inside the door at the sight of Dashan Caverlock sitting on her windowsill, one long leg swinging down from the ledge.

      “If my father caught you in my bedroom like this, he’d have you arrested,” she told him, closing her door.

      “I’m not quite in your bedroom.” He grinned. “And your father knows very well I’d have about as much chance at seducing you as a cockroach would.”

      “This is true.” She cocked her head. “What brings you here?”

      He shrugged, picking at a piece of invisible lint on his cuff. “I heard you were out of it for a few days after the attack. And... well, I heard what happened at the ball with Cayr.”

      “If he sent you here to talk to me, I want you to leave right now,” Alyx said.

      “Whoa!” Dashan raised both hands. “He doesn’t know I’m here, I promise you.”

      “I don’t want to talk about Cayr.”

      “Fine.”

      “So why are you here?”

      “I haven’t seen you since the attack on the palace.”

      She frowned at him in annoyance. “So?”

      “I was bored and thought to amuse myself this evening by annoying you.” He smiled with a self-satisfied air.

      “Go on then.” Alyx sighed and sat on the end of her bed, bending down to take her boots off.

      “Are you going to keep undressing? I have to warn you if you are, I’m not looking away.”

      “You’ve seen me naked before.” She glanced up at him. “What’s the big deal?”

      “Yes, I’ve seen you naked when we were ten and swimming in the rock pools,” he said. “However, you are now seventeen, and if I may say so, extremely well formed. As a lusty and attractive young male, I may have a different reaction to seeing you naked.”

      “You think so, huh?” She rolled her eyes. “Useless flattery will get you nowhere with me, Dash. Why are you here?”

      “Other than to see you naked?” he asked innocently.

      “Go away, Dash.”

      “All right, I came to see if you were okay.” He sighed. “I know Cayr’s not around for you to talk you, and although I’m a poor substitute, I thought I’d come and offer my services as a confidant.”

      She looked up at him, surprised at the honesty in his brown eyes. “That’s sweet. Thanks.”

      “Well, you know me. I’ve got a heart of gold underneath this extremely good-looking exterior.” He grinned. “I never liked that Jenna girl, anyway.”

      “You didn’t, huh.”

      “Her father’s even worse. I don’t trust the man as far as I could throw him.”

      “Oh. Has a time come when we actually agree on something?”

      His eyes widened. “It can’t be.”

      Alyx laughed. “Astonishing.”

      “You all right, kitten?”

      Alyx mock-scowled at him; one of his favourite ways of irritating her was to come up with annoying pet names. Since going to DarkSkull she’d heard the ‘mage-girl’ moniker quite a bit, but tonight he had resorted to one of his old favourites.

      “I’m okay. How about you?”

      “Right as rain,” he said with false cheer.

      “That’s not true,” she said, steadily meeting his gaze. He returned her look for a moment before glancing away.

      “I’m fine. Stop looking at me like that.”

      “Well, you know… same goes.”

      “I’m sorry, you’ll have to speak in full sentences if you want me to understand you.”

      “Something’s wrong with you,” she said evenly. “Even if you refuse to admit it. So, you said you came here in case I wanted to talk. The same applies for you. You were right the other night. I should have made more of an effort to see you.”

      A slow smile spread over his face. “Are you being nice to me, mage-girl?”

      “You’re quickly making me regret it.”

      He grinned. “I’d love to stay and chat further, but I’d best be going. Don’t want your father stumbling across me.”

      “Night, Dash.”

      “Night, kitten.” He winked at her before gracefully swinging himself out of the window.

      

      After what she’d overheard, Alyx decided to try attending lessons at the palace again. She wanted to know more about the threat posed by the Shiven.

      She’d had another nightmare, and so was already in a bad mood as she waited for Luden to come. She missed Cayr badly, wanted to see him, yet was still furious with him at the same time. The sight of Jenna entering the room, laughing and giggling with Luden, soured her mood even further.

      Jenna shot Alyx a sickly-sweet smile and sat down nearby. Other girls arranged themselves in a cooing flock around her. Clearly Alyx’s popularity had dwindled. That she cared less about her fall in social standing than she did about what was worrying her father made Alyx realise how much things had changed. How much she’d changed. For now, she pushed the realisation away, not wanting to deal with it.

      After asking them to quiet down, Luden launched into a lesson on geography. She listened carefully as he talked about Alistriem and its surroundings, then moved onto Rionn’s borders, and which countries shared borders. At this, Alyx raised a hand.

      “Could you point out on the map where the Shiven are building up their presence, sir?”

      He was taken aback. “There’s really no need for you to know that sort of thing, Lady Egalion.”

      “I would like to know,” she insisted.

      Luden sighed, and briefly pointed out three different areas along the northern border of the disputed area.

      “And where are our fixed encampments?” she asked.

      “Lady Egalion, I must protest. I’m hardly a general.”

      “You must know something, sir.”

      He let out a long-suffering sigh, then started pointing at small towns on the southern border of the disputed area. Alyx watched avidly, matching those up in her mind’s eye with where he’d said the Shiven forces were. Something about it wasn’t quite right, and Alyx frowned as she tried to place it. Jenna caught the look.

      “Why, Lady Egalion, it’s hardly respectable for you to be worrying about where our troop emplacements are. What would your father think?”

      The girls around her tittered, and Alyx tried very hard not to roll her eyes. When had she become the one everyone ostracized in class?

      “I’m sure my father would be very happy to have a daughter with a brain, Lady Casovar.”

      “And what do you propose to do with this information?” Jenna chuckled prettily. “Start giving orders to the army?”

      It was the girl’s triumphant expression that set Alyx off.

      “I very well might have to, Lady Casovar, seeing as your father seems to think it’s a bad idea to reinforce the lines.”

      Jenna’s sweet expression vanished. “My father doesn’t listen to exaggerated warnings from lords prone to paranoia.”

      “I certainly hope that’s not a reference to my father, who is more experienced, powerful and intelligent than Lord-Mage Casovar will ever be.”

      “Is that right?” Jenna asked coldly, coming to her feet.

      Alyx rose too. “Yes, that’s right.”

      “And you feel comfortable saying something like that in public because you’re higher ranked than I am, or because you think you’re better than me?”

      Alyx leaned close. “Both.”

      “You talk tough, but do nothing to back it up,” Jenna sneered. “You’re just a spoiled rich girl hiding behind her father’s coat-tails. What are you going to do if there is a war? Hide in that mansion of yours, protected by Daddy’s guards? Face it, Alyx, you’re an embarrassment to everybody. Even your friends don’t want to see you anymore!”

      Alyx stared at her furiously, inches away from slapping the girl, and having barely enough self-control to stop herself. In a way, Jenna was right.

      No. She wasn’t.

      Alyx stepped closer, raising her right arm, showing the girl the bright green mage light her anger had triggered. “With one flick of my fingers, I could singe that lovely hair of yours to cinders. Are you going to stop me?”

      Jenna swallowed, fear flashing in her blue eyes. The room had fallen silent around them. Even Luden seemed unsure what to do.

      “I’m nobody’s embarrassment, Jenna Casovar,” Alyx said. “I’m a mage.”

      The fear deepened in Jenna’s eyes, and a moment later she stepped away, conceding the battle of wills. Alyx smiled, leaning closer so that only Jenna could hear the words she spoke.

      “And I’m the one Cayr loves.”

      Waiting another beat to make sure the words sank in, Alyx turned and strode from the room.
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      Alyx went straight home from the palace. The gardens looked beautiful in the late morning sun, and she paused before walking along the pebbled drive, soaking up the beauty around her.

      She’d wanted so badly to come home and have everything the way it had been before, when she was innocent and happy. Instead, nothing had been how she remembered it. Worse, Rionn seemed to be under serious threat.

      I’m a mage.

      The words had burst out of her, unthinking, but in that moment Alyx had meant them with every fibre of her being. It was time to face reality. Her months at DarkSkull had changed everything irrevocably.

      Instead of going inside, she went to the stables and saddled Tingo for a ride down into market square in the city. Once she was done at the stores, she spent a leisurely lunch hour strolling through the docks and eating roasted chestnuts. This inevitably reminded her of Cayr, and she suddenly missed him so badly it hurt. Was she making the right decision?

      “Your mother died when you were seven.” Her father’s voice echoed in her thoughts, followed soon after by Dawn’s, “Why would Master Romas steal your memories?”

      And finally she saw Ladan’s too-serious face, as clear as day, when he’d told her he was leaving DarkSkull. “I have to leave. It’s safer if you don’t know why.”

      Alyx’s resolve firmed. It was time to get some answers, and there was only one place she could think of to do that. Maybe then she’d be able to help her father, and help Rionn.

      Once she’d had her fill of watching ships moving in and out of the harbour, Alyx went back to the city to pick up the purchases she’d ordered. Tingo was happy enough to see her again, and they rode fully laden back to the Egalion home. Her father was busy in his study, so she went upstairs without bothering him and opened the packages.

      She wrote a long letter to her father as late afternoon dwindled, then with a reluctant sigh sealed it and moved towards the open packages on her bed.

      Starting to feel the heavy weight of the decision she’d made burdening her heart, Alyx crept back downstairs and left the letter to her father sitting on a small table in the entrance foyer. The front door closed behind her with an ominous click, and she had to take a deep breath before continuing.

      Cayr would be waiting for her.

      

      Alyx strode along the grassy bluff that ran along the edges of the fast flowing river all the way up to where it crashed down towards the city below. She walked on the Egalion side; a short swim would take her across to royal land.

      She wore fine gray kidskin leather breeches, a long-sleeved lighter gray tunic of warm cotton, and a long, thick grey robe over the top. Her calf-high boots were crafted of the finest leather, and the robe she wore had been finely tailored from silky felt, trimmed in ermine fur, and was worth hundreds of silver pieces. Her staff hung down her back under her robe and her small dagger sat in a simple gray leather belt that held her robe together.

      If Alyx Egalion was going to be wearing the drab uniform of a mage apprentice, it would be as stylish as she could make it. It wasn’t the expensive dresses she was used to wearing, but she felt strangely comfortable.

      Her heart clenched a little as she saw Cayr’s lean form waiting for her right on the tip of land where the river cascaded over the edge. For a moment she stood and watched him without him being aware of her presence. She loved him so much, but that was the problem.

      He turned as he spotted her, concern warring with relief in his eyes. When he saw what she was wearing, his step towards her faltered. She ignored his hesitation and moved into him, wrapping her arms around his neck.

      “I’m so sorry Alyx,” he murmured into her ear. “I’m so sorry. You’re the only one I want, I swear that to you.”

      “I know.” She mustered a smile, reached up and kissed him again. “I know.”

      “You look different.” He raised an eyebrow.

      She nodded, met his eyes. “This is the uniform of an apprentice mage. I’m going back to DarkSkull Hall.”

      “Why?” He looked stunned. “You hated it there.”

      “I did.” She sighed. “I don’t know how to explain this to you properly, but I’m going to try. I love you, Cayr, more than anything in the world, but I’ve come to realise that I need to be more than a girl who loves you. I need to know who I am apart from you. I don’t want to sit around and enjoy my embroidery and gossip with the other ladies of the court. I want to be your wife, but I don’t just want to be your wife. Do you understand?”

      “It sounds like you’re leaving me,” he said softly.

      “For a while, yes.”

      “I didn’t mean what happened with Jenna, I…”

      “But it happened,” she said firmly. “And I think you need to figure out why it happened. You hurt me deeply, and made me unsure of us, of myself.”

      He shook his head. “I still don’t understand. You said you were miserable at DarkSkull. You came back a shadow of your former self.”

      “I was miserable,” Alyx struggled to explain. “But I never really tried. I coped, and I thought constantly about coming back to you. I never tried to learn or to fit in.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      “Yes there is. I need to find out who I am, what I’m going to do with myself. There are questions I need answers to. It would take too long to explain why, but DarkSkull is the only place I can do that. I don’t know if I want to be a mage, but what else is there for me here, Cayr?”

      “You need to try, to really try, and work out for yourself whether you’re supposed to be a mage,” he said in understanding.

      “I’ll be back, and by then maybe we’ll know who we are, and what we want. Explore things with Jenna, if you need to. As of this moment, there are no strings or promises between us. We’re both free.”

      “I want you.”

      She smiled. “I’m going to miss you.”

      He kissed her gently. “Me too.”

      They stood lost in the kiss for a long time, neither one of them wanting it to end. Eventually Alyx pulled back breathlessly, resting her forehead against Cayr’s.

      “You could stay with me, just for tonight,” he murmured. “Leave tomorrow.”

      “That would be wrong, you know that.”

      He kissed her again, harder this time. “I don’t care.”

      “I do.” She disentangled herself from him. “If we spent the night together, I’d never be able to leave, and then one day I’d regret it. It would ruin us.”

      “I’ll wait for you,” he promised.

      “I’m not asking for promises, and I don’t want any. We are both free for the next year.”

      “I love you, Alyx. Please, keep yourself safe.”

      She smiled up at him. “I will. I promise.”

      

      Alyx walked alone back towards where she’d left Tingo tethered, tears trickling down her face. The big stallion snorted when he saw her, butting his head gently into her chest and snuffling in concern. She stroked his silky nose for a few moments as she dragged her emotions under control, then swung up into the saddle.

      She urged him into a canter through the trees, then reined him in briefly outside the open gates to the Egalion manor. Night had fallen and a single light glimmered from the window where her father’s study was. Her heart clenched, hating to leave him, and she took another few minutes to compose herself. Then, she kicked Tingo into a gallop.

      Alyx took the main road through the city, and eventually they emerged into the open highway that led up into the hills. She had a long journey ahead. Still, it was something she knew she had to do.

      Tingo dropped back into a walk as they left the city behind, Alyx content to farewell her home slowly. The city had only just vanished from sight when Alyx heard voices down the road from where she’d come.

      Frowning, she reined Tingo in and reached up a wary hand to her staff. The sounds came again, louder this time, and then a rider appeared around the bend, his horse’s hooves clattering as he approached.

      “Dash?” Alyx asked, utter surprise filling her voice. She looked beyond him, seeing a full unit of Bluecoats waiting at the turn in the road.

      “Fancy meeting you here.” His grin flashed as he rode closer.

      “What are you doing?”

      He waved a hand. “Figured you might need an escort. I’ve got a twenty-man unit back down the road there.”

      Alyx looked away. “How did you…? Cayr sent you, didn’t he? He knew I was leaving.”

      “He knows you quite well, our Cayr.”

      Dashan’s face sobered at Alyx’s expression, and he kicked his horse a little closer. “I understand why you’re doing what you’re doing, believe it or not. Don’t you think it would be nice to have some company along the way?”

      “Dash, I don’t want to put you through this again. You could have died last time, and I don’t have time to wait around for weeks until the king can organise another safe passage agreement. The year at DarkSkull is starting now and I’m already late.”

      “I know.” He shrugged. “But the king also thinks it might be a good idea to have some people in Tregaya to keep him informed of certain things. If Cayr hadn’t asked me, another Bluecoat unit would have been ordered to come.”

      “Dash…”

      “Alyx, really, I’m here, and we fully intend to come. You can’t stop us.”

      “Well, in that case,” she said teasingly. “I could use the company, even if it is the company of the most irritating person I’ve ever known.”

      “Oh, irritating is it?” he said, exaggeratedly indignant. “I’ll just keep my mouth shut then, will I?”

      “Ha, like that’s possible. You couldn’t keep that mouth of yours shut if your life depended on it.”

      “I’ll do my best.” He offered his hand. “Deal?”

      Alyx nodded and took his hand, suddenly overwhelmingly grateful that she wasn’t going to have to do this by herself. “Deal, Lieutenant Caverlock.”

      “You were really just going to ride through the disputed area and all the way to DarkSkull on your own?” he asked as both horses began moving and the Bluecoat escort rode up behind them. “You don’t even know how to navigate. You probably would have circled Alistriem three times before getting dizzy and falling off your horse.”

      She chuckled. “Actually, we’re going somewhere else first. It’s not so far to Tregaya from there.”

      “How mysterious. Are you going to tell me where, or is it more fun to make me guess?”

      “It’s always more fun to make you guess.” She waggled her eyebrows at him.

      “Fine. It’s not like I care anyway, although I will refer back to your utter inability to navigate.”

      Alyx stared up at the stars, focusing on the resolve she’d felt after her encounter with Jenna. Her father had lied to her, and so had Astor. The mages had stolen her memories. Her mother had died two years after leaving her, and nobody knew how or why.

      It was time to get some answers. If, at the same time she could learn her magic in a way that would allow her to help Rionn, then all the better.

      “Alyx?” Dashan’s voice startled her from her thoughts.

      She smiled and kicked Tingo into a gallop. “We’re going to Widow Falls.”
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